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DISSERTATION ABSTRACT 
The Plays o f  Joe Orton:
An Analysis  o f  His Dialogue As Dramatic Technique
The aim o f  t h i s  t h e s i s  i s  to  provide a d e t a i l e d  t e x tu a l  assessment of 
O r to n ' s  p lay s ,  with p a r t i c u l a r  emphasis on h i s  use o f  dramatic  
d ia logue .
Dialogue i s  O r ton 's  s t r e n g th ;  an a n a ly s i s  o f  h is  works through an 
examination of  h is  use o f  id iom at ic  speech, t o g e th e r  with the  
dramatic  func t ion  of  such dia logue  i s  t h e r e f o r e  an a p p ro p r i a t e  
method. The balance between verbal and non-verbal elements in drama 
i s  always v i t a l :  in O r ton ' s  work, I in tend to  show t h a t  language 
c o n t ro l s  c h a r a c t e r ,  ac t ion  and form. To da te  the  tendency has been 
to  approach O r ton 's  work through s p e c i f i c  themes soc ia l  and sexual or 
through dramatic  genres .  My con ten t ion  i s  t h a t  he used and adapted 
th e se  d e l i b e r a t e l y  to  develop h is  own concept of  the  comic in drama. 
Such an approach wi l l  t h e r e f o r e  a ttempt to  c l a r i f y  O r to n ' s  humour and 
what has come to  be known as "Ortonesque" in to d a y ' s  c r i t i c a l  
language.
By making language the  focus o f  my s tudy I hope to  examine f u l l y  the  
e x te n t  o f  O r ton ' s  dramatic  achievements and attempt a reasoned 
assessment o f  h i s  development as a p laywrigh t .
S M HARVEY
s  M Harvey 1987
"Perhaps one o f  the  g r e a t e s t  achievements o f  a l l  i s  to  j o i n  t h i s  
sense of  abso lu te  m o r t a l i t y  not to  the  t r a g i c  but to  the  comic."
I r i s  Murdoch: The Sovere ignty  o f  Good
1970 p . 87
s  M Harvey
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DRAMATIC CRITICISM : THE CONTEXT OF THIS THESIS
L i t e r a r y  and l i n g u i s t i c  c r i t i c a l  theory  have moved through many 
phases s ince  the  beginning o f  the  20th cen tury :  new methods have been 
advocated,  t e s t e d  and e i t h e r  abandoned or a s s im i la t e d  i n to  l a t e r  
t h e o r i e s .  Eagleton (1983) o f f e r s  a comprehensive survey o f  such 
movements as p o l i t i c a l  and psychologica l  c r i t i c i s m ,  phenomenology, 
hermeneut ics ,  re cep t ion  theo ry ,  s t r u c t u r a l i s m  and p o s t - s t r u c t u r a l i s m ,  
s em io t ic s ;  but broadly  speaking, academic c r i t i c s  o f  drama have 
l a r g e l y  ignored most o f  the se  movements^.
Where the  quest ion  has been addressed in new terms i s  in the  
f i e l d  o f  s em io t ic s ,  which i s  concerned with the  study o f  how meaning 
i s  produced in s o c ie ty  and with the  s ign-systems and codes used to  
convey and communicate those  meanings. Keir Elam (1980) poses the  
c en t r a l  ques t ion  of  h is  book as fo l lows:  " Is  i t  p o s s ib le  to  refound 
in sem io t ic  terms a fu l l - b o d ie d  p o e t i c s  o f  the  A r i s t o t e l i a n  kind, 
concerned with a l l  the  communicational, r e p r e s e n t a t i o n a l ,  l o g i c a l ,  
f i c t i o n a l ,  l i n g u i s t i c  and s t r u c t u r a l  p r i n c i p l e s  of  t h e a t r e  and 
drama?" He concludes ,  r a t h e r  sad ly ,  t h a t  u n t i l  some useful d ia logue  
emerges between the  two f a c t i o n s ,  ie  those  working on performance 
t e x t s  and those  concerned with d r a m a t i c / l i t e r a r y  t e x t s ,  no u n i f i e d  
approach w i l l  be p o s s ib le .  A twofold approach to  drama c r i t i c i s m  
thus  emerges w i th in  the  f i e l d  o f  sem io t ic s .  On the  ques t ion  of 
i n t e r - t e x t u a l  r e l a t i o n s h i p ,  Elam sugges ts  t h a t  the  w r i t t e n  t e x t  
i n d i c a t e s  i t s  need fo r  performance by cons tan t  r e f e re n ce  to  the
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physica l  c ond i t ions  o f  performance - f u r t h e r ,  t h a t  th e  w r i t t e n  or 
l i t e r a r y  t e x t  has no p r i o r i t y  over the  performance o f  the  p lay .
Of a l l  the  communication systems involved in the  performance of
a p lay  t e x t ,  the  most obvious and immediately apparent must be
d ia logue .  We may look a t  the  s e t t i n g s  (or la ck  of  them), the
l i g h t i n g ,  the  costumes and the  physical  p r e s e n ta t i o n  o f  the
c h a r a c t e r s ,  even a t  the  a c to r s  as well-known p e r s o n a l i t i e s ,  but what
we, as audience,  expect? i s  the  informat ion conveyed by spoken word:
"Whatever the  p r o p e r t i e s  a sc r ibed  to  dramatis  personae as 
in d iv id u a l s  in a f i c t i o n a l  world,  and whatever p e r so n a l ,  
a c t a n t i a l ,  soc ia l  and o th e r  r u l e s  they are  seen to  f u l f i l  
as func t ions  o f  dramatic  s t r u c t u r e  i t  i s  in the  f i r s t  
in s tan ce  as p a r t i c i p a n t s  in speech events  t h a t  they are  
u su a l ly  pe rce ived .  I t  i s  the  d iscou rse  level  o f  th e  drama - 
the  d i a l o g i c  exchange o f  in fo rm at ion-bear ing  u t t e r a n c e s  
which c o n s t i t u t e s ,  a t  t h e  same time,  a form of  i n t e r a c t i o n  
in i t s e l f  - t h a t  i s  most immediately p re sen t  to  th e  s p e c t a t o r  
or a u d i t o r . "  (ELAM 1980)
I t  would be useful a t  t h i s  po in t  to  examine b r i e f l y  th e  r o l e  of  
l i n g u i s t i c s  in dramatic  c r i t i c i s m ,  s ince  i t  i s  concerned with 
language. Recent work in t h i s  f i e l d  (eg BURTON 1980) p o in t s  out 
again t h a t  drama tends to  be excluded from "modern s t y l i s t i c  
a n a l y s i s " .  Burton main ta ins  t h a t  a d e t a i l e d  a n a ly s i s  o f  the  use of  
s t y l i s t i c  e f f e c t s  has only one p o s s ib le  b a s i s  and t h a t  i s  d i s co u r se  
or conversa t ion  (which i s  an a spec t  of  d i s c o u r s e ) .  This seems 
promising.  In o rder  to  a ttempt any useful a n a l y s i s ,  the  a n a ly s t  
needs to  cons ide r  both the  norms o f  underly ing language, as f a r  as he 
knows i t ,  and the  norm s e t  up by p a t t e r n s  in the  ac tua l  t e x t .
Indeed, many playwrights  convey e f f e c t s  by breaking th e  conventions  
of  ' o r d i n a r y '  language, eg J a r r y ,  P in t e r  and Orton. D e ta i led  
analyses  and comparisons between conversa t ion  and spoken prose  reveal
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t h a t  they  are  not as c lo se  as people imagine.^ Burton says t h a t  the  
e f f e c t s  o f  d ia logue  are  be s t  approached through d i scou rse  
r a t h e r  than phonology or  syntax but t h a t  t h e r e  are  t h r e e  r a t h e r  v i t a l  
problems where drama i s  concerned:
a) leng th  of  t e x t
b) the  f a c t  t h a t  d i s c u r s iv e  s tu d ie s  have l i t t l e  l i n g u i s t i c  value 
w h i l s t  s e l e c t i v e  t e x tu a l  s tudy,  i f  undertaken as l i n g u i s t i c s  
r a t h e r  than l i t e r a r y  c r i t i c i s m ,  has i n e v i t a b l e  l i m i t a t i o n s
c) t h e r e  i s  as y e t  no one general  f u l l y  a r t i c u l a t e d  t h e o r e t i c a l  
p e r sp ec t iv e  t h a t  could be used as a base f o r  bu i ld ing  s t y l i s t i c s  
methodology.
However, Burton concludes t h a t ,  given the  l i m i t a t i o n s  a l ready  
o u t l in e d  on the  re levance  of  the  l i n g u i s t i c  approach to  dramatic  
d ia logue ,  t h e r e  are  t h r e e  kinds o f  knowledge necessa ry  to  make sense 
of  t h e a t r e  t a l k :
1) knowledge o f  c o n s t r a i n t s  on use o f  sentences
2) knowledge o f  c o n s t r a i n t s  on c o n v e r sa t io n / s o c i a l  
in t e r a c t io n /d r a m a t i c  dia logue
3) knowledge o f  un ive rse ,  speaker and preceding d i s co u r se  (and the  
e f f e c t s  o f  the  dramatic  as opposed to  r e a l - l i f e  s i t u a t i o n s  on 
th e s e ) .
From the  fo rego ing ,  we can see t h a t  whether i t  i s  the  t o t a l  system of 
communications symbols o f  semiotic  t h e a t r i c a l  a n a l y s i s ,  o r  a 
l i n g u i s t i c  a t tempt to  analyse  t h e a t r i c a l  s t y l e ,  d ia logue  remains 
c en t r a l  to  t h i s  d i s c u s s i o n . 4,5
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In h is  in t r o d u c t io n  to  Dramatic Dialogue (1983), Kennedy 
o u t l i n e s  d i f f e r e n t  kinds and uses o f  dramatic  d ia logue  but main ta ins  
above a l l  e l s e  t h a t  "The governing concept f o r  a l l  dramatic  d ia logue  
i s  verbal i n t e r a c t i o n . " Fur the r ,  and here we c i r c l e  back to  Elam, "a 
s tudy of  d ia logue  as verbal i n t e r a c t i o n  - both e x i s t e n t i a l  and 
s t y l i s t i c  - can only b e n e f i t  from any s tudy o f  the  non-verbal 
elements o f  drama which i l lu m in a te s  the  t o t a l  sign  system of  the  
t h e a t r e . "  These e lements ,  t o g e th e r  with such c o n s id e ra t io n s  as 
unspoken d ia logue ,  balance o f  d ia logue ,  d ia logue  as s t r u c t u r e ,  the  
s t y l i s t i c  and/o r  gener ic  a s s o c i a t i o n s  o f  p a r t i c u l a r  kinds of  
d ia logue ,  a l l  serve to  emphasise the  c e n t r a l i t y  o f  d ia logue  in 
dramatic  a n a ly s i s .
The aim o f  t h i s  t h e s i s  i s  to  provide a d e t a i l e d  t e x tu a l  
assessment o f  O r ton 's  p lays ,  with p a r t i c u l a r  emphasis on h i s  use o f  
dramatic  d ia logue .  Dialogue, I claim, i s  O r to n ' s  s t r e n g t h ;  an 
a n a ly s i s  o f  h is  works through an examination of  h is  use o f  id iom a t ic  
speech, to g e th e r  with the  dramatic  func t ion  o f  such d ia lo g u e ,  i s  
t h e r e f o r e  an ap p ro p r ia te  method.
In O r ton ' s  work, I in tend to  show t h a t  the  s t y l e  o f  h i s  language 
c o n t r o l s  c h a r a c t e r ,  ac t ion  and form. My con ten t ion  i s  t h a t  he used 
soc ia l  and sexual themes in o rder  to  develop h i s  own concept o f  the  
comic in drama. Such an approach wi l l  a t tempt to  exemplify  O r to n ' s  
humour and what has come to  be known as the  'Or tonesque '  in t o d a y ' s  
c r i t i c a l  language. Las t ly ,  such a d e t a i l e d  assessment as o u t l in e d
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here  w i l l  a l so  aim to  show th e  e x te n t  o f  O r to n ' s  dramatic  achievement 
and h i s  development as a p laywright .
Turning to  contemporary drama and to  Joe Orton in p a r t i c u l a r ,  we
f in d  what Evans (1977) c a l l s  "non-vernacular  prose drama." This kind
of  invented language makes use o f  the  ve rnacu la r  but i s  c l o s e r  to
id iom at ic  than to  l i t e r a r y  language. Stoppard and Orton a re  o f fe red
as prime examples of  t h i s  techn ique .  Evans goes on to  d e sc r ib e
O r to n ' s  method as a use o f  language which r e l e n t l e s s l y  b u i ld s  up "an
apparent normal i ty  o f  human behaviour" although the  language i s  not
r e a l l y  'norm al '  but a "verbal methodology" o f  O r to n ' s ,  bu i ld in g  up a
s e r io u s  s ta tem en t .  Bigsby (1981) speaking of  language as "an
ins trument o f  soc ia l  contro l  and moral evas ion" says t h a t :
" (O r to n ' s )  response  to  a u t h o r i t a r i a n  systems which e f f e c t  
t h e i r  power through language i s  to  explode t h a t  primary 
mechanism of  c o n t r o l .  And so he de taches  words from 
t h e i r  co n tex t ,  al lows them to  c o l l a p se  as t h e i r  meaning 
fragments .  His c h a r a c te r s  i n h a b i t  s ep a ra te  l i n g u i s t i c  
un ive rses  (a t r i c k  he le a rn ed ,  with much e l s e ,  from 
P i n t e r ) .  And because i t  i s  impossible  to  t i e  down the  
r e a l ,  i t  i s  equal ly  impossible  to  fo rce  the  ind iv idua l  
in to  a coerc ive  s t r a i g h t j a c k e t  o f  r o l e ,  i d e n t i t y  or  
type .  Orton was a genuine a n a r c h i s t  and recognized 
t h a t  the  f i r s t  and primary s a c r i f i c e  requ i red  by h i s  
r e v o lu t io n  had to  be the  word."
On a general  l e v e l ,  Wesker (1986) claims " th a t  no d ia logue  i s  
ever r e a l i s t i c "  and " th a t  the  t e x t u r e  of th e  d ia logue ,  l i k e  th e  form 
of  the  play  i t s e l f ,  i s  d i c t a t e d  by the  m a t e r i a l . "  I would claim t h a t  
t h i s  i s  c e r t a i n l y  t r u e  o f  O r ton 's  p lays .
Although language, and p a r t i c u l a r l y  s t y l e ,  i s  f r e q u e n t ly  
mentioned in assessments of  O r to n ' s  p lays ,  cons ide rab le  emphasis i s
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placed on genre and on so c io lo g ica l  c r i t i c i s m . 6 Whilst  th e se  l a t t e r
elements are  to  be found in h i s  work much o f  the  confusion and
disagreement  t h a t  has a r i s e n  in dea l ing  with O r to n ' s  plays  stems from
th e  a ttempt to  de f ine  them by ' l a b e l '  o r  to  c o n f l a t e  biography in to
dramatic  theo ry .  I should l i k e  to  a l ig n  myself  with Raymond Williams
(1968) a t  t h i s  p o in t .  Williams i s  t a l k i n g  o f  S t r indbe rg  but what he
says could well apply to  Orton:
"The biography can e a s i l y  be used to  g lo s s ,  but not t o  exp la in  
o r  judge,  the  l i t e r a t u r e .  I t  i s  t ime to  say,  a f t e r  f i f t e e n  wild 
Decembers, t h a t  c r i t i c i s m  r e q u i r e s  a d i f f e r e n t  d i s c i p l i n e .  The 
p re sen t  essay w i l l  be concerned s o l e l y  with S t r indbe rg  as a 
d r a m a t i s t ,  and l i m i t a t i o n  o f  space i s  not pleaded as an 
apology."
Orton h im se lf ,  s a id  in an in te rv iew  (TRUSSLER 1966): "I wanted
to  c a l l  both E n te r t a in in g  Mr Sloane and Loot j u s t  p lays  - but the  
f i r s t  ended up being l a b e l l e d  a comedy, and Loot ended up being 
c a l l e d  a f a r c e . "  Once a label  has been a t ta ch e d ,  i t  i s  extremely 
d i f f i c u l t  to  detach i t ,  or  the  expec ta t io n s  i t  a rouses .
I would agree with Evans t h a t  whatever e l s e  we might c a l l  
O r ton ' s  work, i t  i s  e s s e n t i a l l y  " verbal comedy" and t h i s ,  coupled 
with O r ton 's  s e l f - c o n fe s s e d  absorp t ion  in words, language and 
s t y l e , 7 forms the  b as is  o f  my approach to  h is  work. The management 
o f  the  t h e s i s  w i l l  cons ider  ind iv idua l  play t e x t s  in chronolog ica l  
o rder  o f  w r i t i n g ,  examining the  ba lance o f  d ia logue ,  development of  
comic techn ique ,  s t y l e ,  l i n g u i s t i c  r e g i s t e r s ,  non-verbal symbols in 
r e l a t i o n  to  the  d ia logue ,  and t h e a t r i c a l i t y .  For convenience a l l  
page numbers f o r  p l a y - t e x t s  w i l l  be taken from the  Eyre Methuen 
Complete Works (1976).
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Biographical  m a te r ia l  w i l l  be taken from John L ah r ' s  
comprehensive biography and anyone with an i n t e r e s t  in Orton must be 
indebted to  Lahr f o r  t h i s  p a t i e n t l y  resea rched  and h igh ly  readab le  
book; a l so  from The Orton D ia r ie s  (1986) e d i t e d  by Lahr.  Apart  from 
Lahr ' s  d e f i n i t i v e  biography which t r a c e s  in d e t a i l  th e  c lo se  l i n k s  
between O r to n ' s  l i f e  and work, t h e r e  a re ,  to  d a te ,  only two o th e r  
books dea l ing  s o l e l y  with Orton.
The f i r s t ,  by CWE Bigsby (1982) i s  in the  Methuen Contemporary 
W ri te rs  S e r ie s  and i s ,  no t s u r p r i s i n g l y ,  l a r g e l y  concerned " to  lo c a t e  
him in r e l a t i o n  to  the  developments in contemporary l i t e r a t u r e  and 
a r t  which have formed e s s e n t i a l  components o f  a post-modern 
s e n s i b i l i t y . "  Bigsby 's  o th e r  concerns are  with "anarch ic  f a rc e"  
(ano ther  l a b e l ) ,  i t s  uses and im p l ic a t io n s ,  with p a r t i c u l a r  r e fe re n ce  
to  the  a e s t h e t i c s  o f  sexual and soc ia l  a t t i t u d e s .  The second,
Maurice Charney 's  Joe Orton (1984) shows a sympathet ic  and on the  
whole unders tanding approach to  O r to n ' s  p lays  but i s  marred in my 
opinion by drawing on p rev ious ly  publi shed a r t i c l e s  f o r  in format ion  
on the  major p lays ,  g iv ing  the  impression o f  having been put t o g e th e r  
around them fo r  the  sake o f  producing another  ' s e r i e s '  book. In the  
p rocess ,  i t  lo ses  both coherence and impetus. However, i t  does o f f e r  
an i n t e r e s t i n g  d iscuss ion  of  O r to n ' s  novel Head to  Toe.
Of th e  major a r t i c l e s  w r i t t e n .  Smi th 's  "Democratic lunacy"
(1976) makes an extremely good case  f o r  Orton to  be taken s e r i o u s l y  
as a w r i t e r  o f  s t r e n g th  and d u r a b i l i t y .  The p u b l i c a t i o n s  c i t e d  in
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t h i s  c h ap te r ,  t o g e th e r  with o th e r  a r t i c l e s  and r e f e r e n c e s ,  w i l l  be 
d iscussed  where r e l e v a n t  during the  course  o f  t h i s  t h e s i s ,  which 
seeks to  s u b s t a n t i a t e  t h i s  and s i m i l a r  claims f o r  Orton the  
p layw righ t .
s  M Harvey
NOTES
Chaim (1984) o f f e r s  r e c ep t io n  theory  as a r a t h e r  e so te  r i c  
a spec t  o f  drama c r i t i c i s m ;  Burns (1972) o f f e r s  a so c io lo g ica l  
account o f  t h e a t r e  but p o in t s  out t h a t  t h i s  has been mainly the  
province  o f  French w r i t e r s  h i t h e r t o .
The conventions o f  audience ex pec ta t ion  w i l l  be explored in 
examining ind iv idua l  p lays .
Frye (1957) d i scu sses  drama as mimesis o f  d ia logue  or  
conversa t ion  s t a t i n g  t h a t  " the  r h e t o r i c  o f  conversa t ion  
obviously  has to  be a very f l u i d  one".  Of p a r t i c u l a r  re levance  
to  Orton i s  h i s  claim t h a t  the  requirements  o f  prose comedy, eg 
w i t t y  imagery, pass ion ,  pa thos ,  are  o f ten  met "by developing a 
mannered epigrammatic prose s y t l e . . . " .
Kennedy (1983) a ttempts  to  summarise the  complexity o f  "mimed 
dialogued" and sugges ts  t h a t  "dramat ic  c r i t i c i s m  proper  needs to  
be informed by l i n g u i s t i c s ,  the  psychology of p lay ing ,  and the  
sem io t ics  o f  the  t h e a t r e  in the  f i r s t  p l a c e . "  He concludes  t h a t  
we should never f o r g e t  " t h a t  universa l -seeming f a c u l t y  fo r  
d i r e c t ,  i n t u i t i v e  response to  dramatic  d ia lo g u e ."
A new journa l  Word & Image ( s t a r t e d  in 1985) sees  " the  s tudy of  
the  encounters ,  d ia logues  and mutual c o l l a b o r a t io n  (or 
h o s t i l i t y )  between verbal and v isual  languages as one o f  the  
prime new a reas  o f  humanis tic  c r i t i c i s m " .
The t i t l e s  o f  a r t i c l e s  such as "Arts in s o c i e ty :  what Joe Orton
saw" (HUNT 1975) and "Orton 's  'L o o t '  as 'Quot id ian  F a r c e ' :  the
i n t e r s e c t i o n  o f  b lack comedy and d a i l y  l i f e "  (CHARNEY 1981) give 
an in d i c a t io n  of  t h i s  l i n e  o f  approach.
This w i l l  be d iscussed  in the  chap te r  on 'Orton th e  w r i t e r ' .
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ORTON THE WRITER: AN INTRODUCTION
Joe Orton died  a t  the  age o f  t h i r t y - f o u r .  He had been a c to r ,  
n o v e l i s t  and, f o r  the  l a s t  four  years  o f  h is  sh o r t  l i f e ,  p laywrigh t .  
His seven p lays ,  only t h re e  o f  them ' f u l l - l e n g t h ' ,  were to  e s t a b l i s h  
him in the  p ub l ic  eye and, twenty years  a f t e r  h i s  v i o l e n t  dea th ,  
s t i l l  a t t r a c t  d i r e c t o r s ,  a c to r s  and audiences .
Orton belongs t o  a B r i t i s h  p layw r i t ing  t r a d i t i o n  t h a t  inc ludes
Congreve, Wilde and Coward. The common denominator i s  w i t  p lus  s t y l e
and a s t rong  sense o f  the  t h e a t r i c a l ,  t o g e th e r  with a use o f  language
t h a t  t r an scen d s ,  even c o n t r a d i c t s ,  the  accompanying a c t i o n .  They are
a l l  p a r t  o f  what can be seen as a comedic genre p e c u l i a r l y  s u i t e d  to
the  English temperament, the  Comedy of  Manners. O r to n ' s  p lays
however, m i r ro r  h is  own anarchic  approach to  l i f e  and in t h e i r  sharp
comic observance o f  human behaviour o f f e r  co ns ide rab le  so c ia l
c r i t i c i s m .  Talking to  the  Evening Standard in 1966, Orton s a id :
"I suppose I 'm in the  stream of  modern p layw r igh ts ,  but 
I want to  s t a r t  a new movement comple te ly .  The th in g  to  
recognise  i s  t h a t  w r i t e r s  can do a b so lu t e ly  nothing about 
anything - they can only w r i t e .  I 'm non-committed 
p o l i t i c a l l y  - I 'm fed up with people t a l k i n g  and t a l k i n g  
and i t  never achieves  any th ing ."
N ever the less ,  as I sha l l  show, he used words as weapons to
co n s ide rab le  e f f e c t .
A f te r  leav ing  RADA Joe Orton and h i s  lo v e r  Kenneth H al l iw e l l  
soon abandoned the  idea o f  ach ieving fame and fo r tu n e  as a c t o r s .  
In s tead ,  under H a l l i w e l l ' s  guidance,  they decided to  t r y  t h e i r  
c o l l e c t i v e  hand a t  w r i t i n g .  Hal l iwel l  a l ready  had ambit ions  as a 
w r i t e r  and, a t  f i r s t ,  Orton simply acted  as t y p i s t  and made
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sugges t ions .  As Lahr (1980) t e l l s  us "Hall iwell  was th e  man with the  
vocabula ry ,  the  t e n a c i t y ,  the  sense of  l i t e r a r y  t r a d i t i o n .  Orton had 
only h i s  c u r i o s i t y  and enthusiasm."  Under H a l l i w e l l ' s  guidance 
O r to n 's  pass ion  f o r  words and reading f l o u r i s h e d . 7 He was l a t e r  to  
say "I never wanted to  be a w r i t e r ,  I always wanted to  be an a c to r  
. . .  But then I found I had a t a l e n t  f o r  w r i t i n g . "  (LAHR 1980). 
I n i t i a l l y ,  they attempted the  novel form with l i t t l e  success ,  
al though they a t t r a c t e d  the  a t t e n t i o n  o f  one o r  two p u b l i s h e r s .
The ir  work included Head to  Toe a novel published posthumously and 
considered a seminal work by some c r i t i c s ,  to  which r e f e re n ce  w i l l  be 
made, a review sketch fo r  Kenneth Tynan's "Oh! C a lc u t t a " ,  and a 
publ ished  but unproduced f i l m - s c r i p t  fo r  the  Beat les  c a l l e d  U£
Against  I t .
There were a l so  the  Edna Welthorpe l e t t e r s .  This was a 
remarkable c o l l e c t i o n  o f  spoof correspondence conducted l a r g e l y  under 
the  pseudonym of  Edna Welthorpe (Mrs), which ran from 1958-1967. The 
c h a r a c t e r  invented by Orton was an amalgam of  "Disgusted o f  Tunbridge 
Wells" and Mary Whitehouse. Lahr inc ludes  the  correspondence in the  
D ia r ie s  (1986) and sugges ts  t h a t  Orton invented the  persona " to  t e a s e  
suburban d o t t i n e s s  and a lso  to  c r e a t e  m isch ie f " ;  he a l so  reminds us 
t h a t  "In l a t e r  y e a r s ,  with success ,  Orton c a l l e d  'Edna '  in to  s e r v ice  
to  c r e a t e  controversy  over h imself  and h i s  work." C e r t a in ly  the  
l e t t e r s  were taken s e r io u s ly  by the  Daily Te legraph , the  manager of 
the  Ri tz  Hotel and o th e r s .  He even invented f u r t h e r  c h a r a c t e r s  to  
take  up the  p o in t s  made in 'E d n a ' s '  l e t t e r s .
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O rto n ' s  pass ion  f o r  words and phrases ,  which he was to  c o l l e c t  
and experiment with during h i s  b r i e f  w r i t i n g  c a r e e r ,  i s  revea led  in 
h i s  posthumously publi shed novel Head to  Toe. Wri tten  in 1961 as The 
Vision o f  Gombald Proval i t  appears in r e t r o s p e c t  as both source book 
and seminal work.? The young w r i t e r  exp lores  themes and ideas  t h a t  
can be t r a c e d  in h is  p lays ,  where they are  more f u l l y  developed and 
th e  approach i s  o f ten  s u re r  and more mature.  Speaking to  Simon 
T r u s s l e r  (1964) on the  su b jec t  o f  d ia logue ,  Orton sa id  "I 'm t o l d  
t h a t ' s  th e  bes t  p a r t  of  my w r i t i n g ,  and I suppose i t ' s  why I 'm a 
d ra m a t i s t  r a t h e r  than a w r i t e r  o f  nove ls . "
But another  reason f o r  w r i t i n g  p lays  r a t h e r  than novels  l i e s  in 
h is  views on the  power of  words, as expressed by h i s  mouthpiece 
Gombald: "Words were more e f f e c t i v e  than a c t i o n s ;  in th e  r i g h t  hands 
verbs  and nouns could c r e a t e  pan ic" ;  fur thermore  "The b l a s t  o f  a long 
sentence  was cu r io u s ly  l o c a l ,  and a l o t  o f  s h o r t e r  sen tences  seemed 
b e t t e r "  - Orton never l o s t  h is  i n s t i n c t  fo r  the  sh o r t  sen tence  as can 
be seen in h is  p lay s .  Orton s e t s  Gombald to  se r io u s  r e sea rc h  on the  
problem:
"In a l i b r a r y  he unear thed accounts  of  the  damage words 
had done in the  p a s t .  His f i g u r e s  showed t h a t  when a 
p a r t i c u l a r l y  dangerous c o l l e c t i o n  o f  words exploded the  
shock waves were capable  o f  k i l l i n g  c e n tu r i e s  a f t e rw a rd s .
He thought of  a book. But t h a t  was no use.  I t  would 
v i b r a t e  the  s t r u c t u r e ,  but not enough. To be d e s t r u c t i v e ,  
words had to  be i r r e f u t a b l e .  And then the  book might not 
be read .  He was aware t h a t  words and sentences  o f ten  
buried themselves in to  r e a d e r s '  minds before  exploding and 
then went o f f  harmless ly .  P r in t  was l e s s  e f f e c t i v e  than 
the  spoken word because the  b l a s t  was g r e a t e r ;  eyes could 
ignore ,  s l i d e  p a s t ,  dangerous verbs or  nouns. But i f  you 
could lock the  enemy in to  a room somewhere and f i r e  the  
sentence  a t  them you would ge t  a s o r t  o f  seismic  d i s t u r ­
b a n c e . . . " .
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We can see from t h i s  t h a t  as f a r  back as 1961 Orton was not only 
i n t e r e s t e d  in words per se but in t h e i r  p o s s ib le  shock va lue .
One o f  the  d i f f i c u l t i e s  encountered in a t e x tu a l  approach to  
O r to n 's  p lays  i s  t h a t  h is  no to r ious  l i f e - s t y l e  seems to  dominate 
ev ery th ing .  In an in te rv iew  with Barry Hanson he s a id  "You c a n ' t  
w r i t e  s t y l i z e d  comedy in in ve r ted  commas, because the  s t y l e  must r ing  
o f  the  man, and i f  you th in k  in a c e r t a i n  way and you w r i t e  t r u e  to  
y o u r s e l f ,  which I hope you do, then you w i l l  g e t  a s t y l e ,  a s t y l e  
w i l l  come o u t . "  (LAHR 1980). This could perhaps be d ispu ted  but in 
h is  case  t h e re  i s  some t r u t h  in the  s ta tem en t ,  even i f  the  s t y l e  was 
p a r t  o f  a d e l i b e r a t e l y  c rea ted  se l f - im age .  But then Orton i s  one of  
the  few authors  whose l i f e  and w r i t in g  were c lo s e ly  l inked  - another  
reason why i t  i s  so d i f f i c u l t  to  s ep a ra te  the  two .3
Another f a c t o r  to  be considered i s  how much of  the  a u t h o r ' s  
voice i s  in the  t e x t .  In O r ton 's  case ,  the  p lay s ,  al though h ighly  
(and d e l i b e r a t e l y )  e n t e r t a i n i n g  f i c t i o n s ,  speak with O r to n ' s  tongue, 
express  h is  views and p e r s o n a l i t y .  I t  i s  d i f f i c u l t  to  read Orton 
without imagining h is  presence manipula ting the  peep show. His 
de tached scep t ic i sm  in the  face o f  an i n d i f f e r e n t  s o c i e ty  i s  a l so  
apparen t ,  expressed s u c c in c t ly  by Gombald again:  "Truth i s  r e l a t i v e ,
and always behind i t  s tands  some i n t e r e s t ,  f u r t h e r i n g  i t s  own ends."  
Not s u r p r i s i n g l y  perhaps,  in view o f  O r to n 's  pass ion f o r  the  
eipgrammatic s t y l e ,  comparisons are  o f ten  made with th e  po l i shed  wit  
o f  Oscar Wilde whose work was admired by O r t o n . 4 I t  i s  d i f f i c u l t  to  
ignore the  sexual na tu re  o f  both men in t h i s  con tex t  but the  ques t ion
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of  a homosexual a e s t h e t i c  needs to  be explored a t  a depth beyond the  
scope o f  t h i s  t h e s i s .  George S t e in e r  (1980) has d e a l t  b r i e f l y  with 
th e  problem in an essay .
Each o f  O r to n ' s  p lays ,  al though w r i t t e n  w i th in  a very sh o r t  
per iod  (1963-1967), demonst rates  both a development in te chn ique  and 
an ex p lo ra t io n  of  genres ,  a l l  dominated by th e  s t r i k i n g  l i n g u i s t i c  
s t y l e  which became known and l a b e l l e d  f o r  p o s t e r i t y  as " O r t o n e s q u e " . 5  
As a young and u n t r i ed  p laywright ,  O r ton ' s  f i r s t  requi rement was to  
f in d  a s t y l e  or  method a p p ro p r ia te  to  what he wished to  say: "the 
a c q u i s i t i o n  o f  a s t y l e  begins in i m i t a t i o n ,  o f  course ,  and I used to  
parody o th e r  w r i t e r s  as well as im i ta te  them. But I th in k  I ' v e  
developed beyond t h a t  kind o f  im i ta t io n  now." (TRUSSLER 1964). Some 
of  the  personal in g re d ie n t s  he could s t i r  in to  the  mix ture  were an 
o u t s i d e r ' s  d i s s i l l u s io n m e n t  with s o c i e ty ,  an apparen t ly  
unsuppressable  a p p e t i t e  f o r  l a u g h te r ,  jo k e s ,  and e s p e c i a l l y  shock 
t a c t i c s ,  a love o f  words and f i n e  l i t e r a t u r e ,  and h i s  own sexual 
p r o c l i v i t i e s .  Add to  t h i s  the  p o s s i b i l i t y  o f  a c ap t iv e  audience to  
l i s t e n  t o ,  not j u s t  watch,  Joe Orton the  a c to r  p lay ing  a small r o l e ,  
but Joe Orton the  au thor  speaking through th e  mouths o f  h i s  
c h a r a c t e r s ,  and we have a very heady mixture  indeed. I sh a l l  
demonstrate these  aspec ts  of  h i s  work in more d e t a i l  in dea l in g  with 
ind iv idua l  t e x t s .
I n e v i t a b ly ,  h i s  soc ia l  background, h i s  love o f  t h e a t r i c a l i t y ,  
the  poverty  o f  h i s  childhood with i t s  media -taught v a lu es ,  p lay  t h e i r  
p a r t ;  t h e se  are  r e f l e c t e d  and s a t i r i s e d  in the  language used.
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Whether or  not Orton a c t u a l l y  in tended to  p r o t e s t  a g a in s t  the  
debasement o f  language too in the  hands o f  the  media i s  unknown, but 
he o f ten  e f f e c t i v e l y  d id  j u s t  t h a t . 6  He c e r t a i n l y  wanted to  shock 
s o c i e ty  out o f  i t s  h y p o c r i t i c a l  apathy and was canny enough to  know 
t h a t  he had more chance o f  doing t h a t  us ing comedy, than through 
t r a g e d y . 7  In any case ,  tragedy  in i t s  und i lu ted  c l a s s i c a l  form i s  
g l a r i n g l y  absent from 20th cen tury  w r i t i n g  (STEINER 1963) - the  
Chekhovian mixture  o f  the  two modes being f a r  more ap p ro p r ia te  to  our 
day and age.
I t  i s  my claim t h a t  form i s  dependent on language in O r ton ' s  
w r i t i n g  and where t h i s  i s  not so,  then weaknesses and confusion  
occur .  The medium i s  o f ten  the  message with Orton, as can be 
i l l u s t r a t e d  by the  c l i c h e - r id d e n  conversa t ion  o f  many o f  h is  
c h a r a c t e r s ,  as I hope to  bring out in my work on the  p la y s .  A play 
can be seen as a s e r i e s  of  impressions  c rea ted  f o r  the  audience by 
dramatic  d ia logue  and physical  e f f e c t s .  How the  audience r e a c t s  to  
th e se  impressions w i l l  depend on a shared i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  o f  the  
verbal and v isua l  symbols used between w r i t e r ,  a c t o r s ,  d i r e c t o r  and 
audience.  The r e l a t i o n s h i p  to  each o th e r  o f  verbal and non-verbal 
s igns  must be considered - whether they  c o n t r a d i c t  or  complement each 
o th e r  - t o g e th e r  with the  w r i t e r ' s  view o f  h is  r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  to  h is  
l i s t e n e r s .  The s i n c e r i t y  with which he t r e a t s  them, the  e t h i c s  
involved in h is  behaviour towards the  audience,  a l l  a re  p a r t  o f  the  
accumulation o f  impressions which w i l l  decide the  p l a y ' s  r e c e p t io n .  
Tension between expec ta t ion  and r e a l i s a t i o n  can be d e v a s t a t i n g  in the  
t h e a t r e  and can be employed in many ways.
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Orton was aware o f  t h i s  and worked to  master i t s  e x p l o i t a t i o n  
f o r  h i s  own ends.  He makes use of  the  non-verbal s ign  to  t e l l i n g  
e f f e c t  ( the  body in Loot i s  a good example) but the  semantic  approach 
i s  concerned with the  r e l a t i o n  o f  the  s ign to  i t s  o b je c t  or  meaning. 
The important f a c t o r  f o r  Orton i s  the  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  o f  the  s ign 
w i th in  a given c u l t u r e  ( i e  Great B r i t a in  in the  1960s);  the  o th e r  
v i t a l  f a c t o r  i s  t h a t  t h e r e  must be an accepted norm a g a in s t  which to  
I  measure what i s  o f f e re d .  There i s  a l so  ten s io n  between techno log ica l
3I  change and man's a t t i t u d e  to  behaviour ,  moral a t t i t u d e s  e t c  as 
^  balanced a g a in s t  some p re v a i l i n g  soc ia l  norm. U h r  (1980) sugges t  
( t h a t  Orton intended to  make us ques t ion  our moral out look:  "He wanted 
J  to  fo rce  you to  d e l i b e r a t e l y  re-examine the  s t r u c t u r e  - o f  language,  
of  manners, o f  morals ,  o f  i n s t i t u t i o n s .  His i n s t i n c t  was always 
h e a l th y ."
Orton f e l t  s t ro n g ly  t h a t  a w r i t e r  should use the  language o f  h is  
own time as e f f e c t i v e l y  as p o s s ib le  but was adamant about h i s  o r ig i n s  
and not w r i t i n g  beyond the  range of  h i s  own l i n g u i s t i c  r e g i s t e r . 8 He 
sa id  t h a t  he was able  to  w r i te  about m id d le -c la ss  people in What the  
B u t le r  Saw because h i s  own c i r c l e  o f  acqua in tance  had changed as he 
became more s u c c e s s f u l . 9 I t  i s  tempting to  s p ecu la te  t h a t  a f t e r  1968 
he might well have gone on to  w r i t e  about homosexuals, th e  media, 
t h e a t r e ,  from th e  in s id e .  When he d ied  he was planning a " h i s t o r i c a l  
f a r c e  s e t  on the  eve o f  Edward V I I ' s  coronat ion  in 1902 and c a l l e d  
( a t  the  moment) Pr ick  Up Your Ears" (DIARIES 1986), a t i t l e  
appropr ia ted  by Lahr fo r  h is  biography o f  Orton.
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Orton was a s t u t e  enough to  r e a l i s e  the  shock value o f  comedy in 
the  r i g h t  hands but was a lso  in f luenced  by the  t h e a t r i c a l  and 
dramatic  q u a l i t i e s  o f  Jacobean t ragedy  (DRAUDT 1978).  Once he 
s t a r t e d  to  w r i t e ,  h i s  own comedy o f  contemporary manners s t y l e  
appeared almost i n t u i t i v e l y ;  "Every s e r io u s  w r i t e r  has a s t y l e .  I 
mean, Arnold Wesker has a s t y l e ,  but people d o n ' t  normally th in k  of  
him as a s t y l i s t ,  in the  same way t h a t  they th in k  o f  Wilde,
Firbank,10 or  Sheridan. S ty le  i s n ' t  camp or c h i - c h i .  I w r i t e  in a 
c e r t a i n  way because I c a n ' t  express  c e r t a i n  th in g s  in n a t u r a l i s t i c y  
te rm s ."  (LAHR 1980, In te rv iew with Barry Hanson). Thus th e  evidence 
in d i c a t e s  t h a t  the  verbal element emerged as a major preoccupation  in 
O r to n ' s  w r i t i n g ,  r e f l e c t i n g  c h a r a c t e r ,  power s t r u g g l e s ,  s t y l e ,  as 
well as determining the  dramatic  balance .
The i n t e n s i t y  o f  verbal f i reworks  to g e th e r  with th e  e x p ec ta t io n s  
aroused by the  apparen t ly  recogn isab le  genres employed by Orton are  
almost too much in some cases  f o r  an audience to  grasp a t  one 
s i t t i n g .  I sha l l  d i scu ss  t h i s  problem p a r t i c u l a r l y  in r e l a t i o n  to  
What the  B u t le r  Saw. By the  t ime Orton wrote h i s  l a s t  p lay ,  he was 
handling the se  elements with cons ide rab le  s k i l l .  However, I would 
c laim t h a t  th e re  was a lso  a na tu ra l  i n t u i t i o n  which kept the  
c a r e f u l l y  con t r ived  s k i l l s  on the  r i g h t  t r a c k ,  t h a t  i t  was t h i s  
i n t u i t i v e  element which kept the  spon tane i ty  and s u r p r i s e  in h is  
work, provid ing  t h a t  touch o f  anarch ic  joy  a t  the  outrageousness  of  
h i s  dramatic  cha l lenge ,  both to  the  t h e a t r e - g o in g  pu b l ic  and to  
s o c i e ty  a t  l a r g e .
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NOTES
1 See (LAHR 1980) pp 125-127 f o r  examples.
2 The p l o t  concerns the  adventures  o f  Gombald on f in d in g  h im self  
in s id e  the  body o f  a g i a n t .  There are  obvious a l l u s i o n s  to  
Swif t  here .
3 Chr is topher  Marlowe i s  ano ther .  The p a r a l l e l  i s  s u r p r i s i n g l y  
c lo se .  Levin (1961) says t h a t  "Marlowe's produc t ive  c a r e e r  can 
hard ly  have l a s t e d  much longer  than s ix  year s  . . .  Yet,  from one 
work to  ano ther ,  t h e re  seems to  be a c l e a r l y  d i s c e r n i b l e  
g r o w th . . . "  ( p . 16); and he a lso  d e sc r ib e s  him as a h e r e t i c  
" v io l a t i n g  the  taboos o f  medieval orthodoxy" ( p . 45).  The 
biograph ica l  p a r a l l e l s  are  p a r t i c u l a r l y  s t rong  in the  fol lowing 
passage from p . 160 of  Lev in 's  book: "His e a r ly  death i s  so 
i n t r i n s i c  a p a r t  of h i s  c a r e e r ,  indeed of  h i s  voca t ion ,  t h a t  i t  
seems p e c u l i a r l y  i d l e  to  con jec tu re  about what e l s e  he might 
have w r i t t e n .  What i s  noteworthy, under the  c ircumstances ,  i s  
t h a t  he managed to  s tay  a l i v e  fo r  twenty -n ine  y e a r s ,  and to  
w r i t e  seven plays  plus a c e r t a i n  amount o f  non-dramatic  
p o e t ry . "
A L Rowse a lso  has a r e l e v a n t  comment to  make in Shakespeare 's  
Globe (1981, p . 139) in t a l k i n g  o f  Shakespeare 's  humanity and 
concern: "Marlowe did not have i t  - n a t u r a l l y  enough: as a
homosexual, a non-family  man, he was not g r a f t e d  in to  s o c ie ty  
and had no such concern fo r  so c ia l  r e s p o n s i b i l i t y . "
4 Orton w asn ' t  so e n t h u s i a s t i c  about Wilde 's  l i f e :  "I d i d n ' t
s u f f e r  or anything in p r i son  the  way Oscar Wilde su f f e r e d  from 
being in p r ison  - but then Wilde was flabby  and s e l f - i n d u l g e n t " .  
(Evening Standard 3 October 1966).
5 Lahr (1980 p . 3) de f ines  Ortonesque as "a shor thand a d j e c t i v e  fo r
scenes o f  macabre outrageousness" .  Charney (1984 p . 131) adds 
" the  Ortonesque i s  a vigorous a s s e r t i o n  of  h e d o n i s t i c  s e l f -  
indulgence,  polymorphous p e r v e r s i t y  and freedom from a l l  c a n t . "
6 S t e in e r  (1961) pp 314-315 has t h i s  to  say on the  s u b je c t :
" S o c io lo g i s t s ,  mass-media e x p e r t s ,  the  w r i t e r s  o f  soap operas
and p o l i t i c i a n s '  speeches ,  and t e ac h e r s  o f  ' c r e a t i v e  w r i t i n g '  
a re  the  g ravediggers  of  the  word. But languages only l e t  
themselves be buried when some-thing in s id e  them has ,  in f a c t ,  
d ied .
The p o l i t i c a l  inhumanity of  our t im e,  moreover,  has demeaned and 
b r u t a l i z e d  language beyond any p receden t .  Words have ben used 
to  j u s t i f y  p o l i t i c a l  fa lsehood,  massive d i s t o r t i o n s  o f  h i s t o r y ,  
and the  b e s t i a l i t i e s  of  the  t o t a l i t a r i a n  s t a t e .  I t  i s  
conceivable  t h a t  something o f  the  l i e s  and the  savagery has 
c r e p t  in to  t h e i r  marrow. Because they have been used to  such 
base ends,  words no longer  give t h e i r  f u l l  y i e l d  o f  meaning.
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And because they  a s s a i l  us in such v a s t ,  s t r i d e n t  numbers, we no 
longer  g ive  them ca re fu l  hear ing .  Each day we sup our f i l l  o f  
ho r ro rs  - in the  newspaper, on the  t e l e v i s i o n  sc reen ,  on the  
r ad io  - and thus  we grow in s e n s ib l e  to  f r e sh  o u t r a g e . "
7 "But l a u g h te r  i s  a s e r ious  bus iness  and comedy a weapon more 
dangerous than t ragedy .  Which i s  why t y r a n t s  t r e a t  i t  with 
c a u t i o n . "  Orton quoted from the  Radio Times, 29 August 1964.
8 "I th in k  you should use the  language o f  your age and every b i t
o f  i t .  They always go on about p o e t ic  drama and they th in k  you
have to  s o r t  o f  go o f f  in some high flown f a n ta sy ,  but i t  i s n ' t
p o e t i c  drama, i t ' s  every th ing ,  i t ' s  the  language in use a t  the  
t im e ."  Orton in an in te rv iew  with Alan Brien (LAHR 1980
P . 185).
9 H i r s t  (1979) t a l k s  o f  O r ton 's  "gradual upgrading o f  the  soc ia l
s e t t i n g "  matched "by a concomitant development o f  s t y l e "  and 
goes on to  claim: "This awareness o f  the  mores o f  d i f f e r e n t  
soc ia l  c l a s s e s  i s  bas ic  to  O r to n 's  moral and sexual s a t i r e . "
( p . 97).  H i r s t  a l so  quotes Orton from the  T r a n s a t l a n t i c  Review 
(1967) (IN McCRINDLE ed 1971, p . 118):
"In f a c t  the  actual  ' c l a s s '  o f  my plays  i s  going up a l l  the  
t im e. The Ruffian on the  S t a i r  began by being p r e t t y  
g r o t t y  and c r im in a l ;  Sloane moved up s l i g h t l y ,  s in ce  the  
c h a r a c t e r s  were lower middle c l a s s  . . .  Loot has moved up 
one rung because i t ' s  now a woman who leaves  £19,000 
inc lud ing  her bonds and jew els .  I'm sure  you can - though 
I d o n ' t  know t h a t  I can y e t  - w r i t e  about very upper c l a s s  
people and make them as i n t e r e s t i n g  as lower c l a s s  
people ."
10 The Source Stage Company took i t s  name from a comment by Orton 
comparing Firbank and Waugh: "Waugh i s n ' t  up to  F irbank; the  
source — " Quoted in the  Scotsman 15 August 1987 reviewing The 
Source ' s  production of  Capr ice , adapted from a Firbank n o v e l la .
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THE RUFFIAN ON THE STAIR
The ve rs ion  o f  the  play used f o r  t h i s  s tudy as publ ished  in the 
Complete Works (1976) i s  the  rev i sed  t e x t  used a t  th e  Royal Court in 
1967. N ever the le ss ,  The Ruffian on the  S t a i r  i s  desc r ibed  as Or ton 's  
f i r s t  p lay  and was o r i g i n a l l y  w r i t t e n  in 1963. I t  i s  p roblematical  
in a w r i t i n g  l i f e  of  four  y e a r s ,  and perhaps p ed an t i c ,  to  i n s i s t  on 
chronologica l  o rde r ,  p a r t i c u l a r l y  when dea l ing  with an inexper ienced 
p laywrigh t ,  o f ten  working with a c to r s  and d i r e c t o r s  to  produce 
a c ta b le  s c r i p t s .  There i s  i n e v i t a b ly  a process  of  continuous  r e ­
w r i t i n g ,  p o l i s h in g ,  c u t t i n g  and the  a d d i t io n  o f  m a te r ia l  t o  s u i t  a 
p a r t i c u l a r  production  or  medium: a f t e r  a l l ,  Orton wrote p lays
intended f o r  rad io  and TV which were a l so  t r a n s f e r r e d  and adapted fo r  
the  s tag e .
His p lays  were o f ten  being produced and re-worked c o n cu r ren t ly ,  
so t h a t  as h i s  p layw r i t ing  exper ience  in c reased ,  e a r l i e r  works a l so  
b e n e f i t t e d .  I t h e r e f o r e  make no bones about dea l ing  with the  t e x t s  
in the  o rder  conceived by t h e i r  au thor  w h i l s t  r e f e r r i n g  to  the  
ve rs ions  now in common u s e . l  I t  i s  to  be hoped t h a t  th e se  are  (with 
the  p o s s ib le  exception o f  What the  B u t le r  Saw q v) in th e  s t a t e  Orton 
would wish us to  f in d  them. Orton h im se lf  forbade the  Royal Court 
Theatre  to  use the  BBC Radio vers ion  (LAHR 1980 p . 156) which he 
considered  i n f e r i o r  to  the  rev i sed  v e r s i o n . %
By tak ing  the  plays  in o rde r ,  i t  i s  p o s s ib le  to  d i s ce rn  a 
development in the  handling o f  d ia logue  which conveys O r to n ' s
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evolv ing personal s t y l e .  The e x p lo ra t io n  and e x p l o i t a t i o n  o f  themes 
important to  the  au thor  can be t r a c ed  as he seeks new ways o f  
working, new s t y l e s  o f  play  format .  Two important themes o f  
p a r t i c u l a r  re levance  to  The Ruffian on the  S t a i r  a re  those  o f  the  
t r i a n g u l a r  r e l a t i o n s h i p  and the  ever popular d e t e c t i v e / i n v e s t i g a t i o n  
g e n r e .3 These elements are  impor tant s t r u c t u r a l  devices  in Loot , 
Funeral Games, and The Ruffian on the  S t a i r , w h i l s t  the  s t r u c t u r e  and 
form of  E n te r t a in in g  Mr Sloane i s  based on a masterfu l  handling of  
the  i n t e r p l a y  and changing balance between i t s  t h r e e  major 
c h a r a c t e r s .
The manuscript  submitted to  the  BBC Third Programme in 1963 was
c a l l e d  The Boy h a i r d r e s s e r  (a l so  the  t i t l e  o f  an unpublished novel by
Orton and Hal l iwel l  w r i t t e n  in 1960). This p laces  the  emphasis more
obviously  on Wilson, who d esc r ib e s  h imse lf  as a "Gents H a i rd resse r"
( p . 34) - the  main c h a r a c te r  in the  novel,  Donelly,  was a l so  a
h a i r d r e s s e r  - a p a r t  from i t s  homosexual innuendo. Orton was unhappy
with t h i s  t i t l e ,  as was the  BBC, and a t  the  l a s t  moment came up with
the  t i t l e  now used taken from a poem by W E Henley (1849-1903) and
subsequently  p r in t ed  as a 'p ro lo g u e '  a t  the  beginning o f  the  p lay:
"Madam L i f e ' s  a p iece  in bloom.
Death goes dogging everywhere:
S he 's  the  t e n an t  o f  the  room.
He's the  r u f f i a n  on the  s t a i r . "
The app rop r ia teness  o f  t h i s  verse  has the  e f f e c t  of  opening out the
s u b je c t  m a t te r  o f  the  play  and p lac ing  the  t h r e e  p r o t a g o n i s t s  in a
wider con tex t .  No wonder Orton was d e l ig h te d  with i t s  d iscove ry  f o r ,
not only does The Ruffian on the  S t a i r  conjure  up images o f  suspense
and menace - to  catch an au d ience 's  a t t e n t i o n  in the  f i r s t  p lace  -
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but as C h r i s t i a n  W Thomsen (1973) remarks "Das einstimmende Motte 
e n h a l t  einen i ron ischen  Hinweis auf  d iesen  Sachenverha l t . "^
As to  the  p l a y ' s  s t r u c t u r e ,  i t  c o n s i s t s  o f  f i v e  sh o r t  scenes 
demonstra t ing a s t r u c t u r a l  symmetry ap p ro p r ia te  to  the  p lo t  y e t  
sugges t ing  co n s ide rab le  contro l  on the  p a r t  o f  the  young w r i t e r . 5 In 
th e  opening scene,  Joyce and Mike are  d iscovered  to g e th e r  in a 
domestic s i t u a t i o n  and a t  the  p l a y ' s  c lo se ,  they  are  s i m i l a r l y  
p laced .  During the  course of  the  ac t ion  t h e i r  dom es t ic i ty  i s  
d i s tu rb e d  and questioned by the  i n t r u s io n  o f  Wilson (who may or  may 
not be the  unseen vandal of  Scene 3 ) .  The play  tu rn s  on the  balance 
o f  d ia logue  encounters  between permuta tions  o f  the  th r e e  
p r o t a g o n i s t s ,  r a t h e r  than three-way d ia logue ,  and both Joyce and Mike 
are  given s t r a t e g i c a l l y  placed ' s o l o s ' . 6
The shape and tone o f  d ia logue ,  t o g e th e r  with i t s  s e t t i n g ,  the  
appearance o f  the  c h a r a c te r s  and t h e i r  outward behaviour c r e a t e  
c e r t a i n  exp ec ta t io n s  in an audience,  r e g a rd le s s  o f  what i s  a c t u a l l y  
s a id .  I f  we were to  watch the  opening minutes o f  The Ruff ian on the  
S t a i r  with the  sound switched o f f ,  as i t  were,  (or perhaps spoken in 
a fo re ign  language),  we should almost c e r t a i n l y  conclude t h a t  we were 
watching a man and wife who have j u s t  f in i sh e d  b re a k fa s t  d i s cu s s in g  
t h e i r  p lans  f o r  the  day. Joyce c l e a r s  and washes up b r e a k fa s t  
d i s h es ,  Mike completes h is  shaving and g e t s  ready to  go out 
e v en tu a l ly  k i s s in g  h is  wife goodbye; a husband who ca res  about h is  
appearance,  a d u t i f u l  wife .  Speeches are  s h o r t ,  some ques t ion-and  
answer d ia logue ,  but the  tone i s  g e n e r a l ly  even and m a t t e r - o f - f a c t .
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In s h o r t ,  a commonplace domestic s i t u a t i o n  perhaps ty p i c a l  o f  the  
' k i t c h e n - s i n k '  school o f  drama popular in the  l a t e  1950s and e a r ly  
1960s, which au to m a t ica l ly  arouses  c e r t a i n  f a m i l i a r  ex p ec ta t io n s  in 
t h e  audience.
However, the  opening d ia logue  between Joyce and Mike con ta in s  a 
double d i s l o c a t i o n  as f a r  as the  audience i s  concerned. The 
r e a l i s t i c  s e t t i n g ,  re in fo rce d  by the  apparent o rd in a r in e s s  o f  the  
opening speech p a t t e r n s ,  i s  almost immediately s h a t t e r e d  by the  
shock value  o f  Mike's  second s ta tem en t .  Then w h i l s t  we are  s t i l l  
r ecover ing  our equ i l ib r ium ,  the  conversa t ion  apparen t ly  r e v e r t s  to  
normal, al though not f o r  long:
Joyce: Have you got an appointment today?
Mike: Yes I'm to  be a t  King's Cross S ta t io n  a t  e leven .  I'm
meeting a man in the  t o i l e t .
Joyce: You always go to  such i n t e r e s t i n g  p la c e s .  Are you
tak ing  the  van?
Mike: No. I t ' s  under r e p a i r .  ( p . 31)
We are  plunged in to  the  e x t ra o rd in a ry  j u x t a p o s i t i o n  of  the  
commonplace with the  shocking or  absurd,  which was to  be ty p i c a l  of  
th e  Ortonesque s t y l e .  I t  i s  a l so  in keeping with the  Engl ish 
t r a d i t i o n  noted by Bergson (SYPHER 1958) of  express ing  d i s r e p u ta b l e  
ideas  in rep u tab le  language.
The opening d ia logue ,  l i t t l e  more than two pages in leng th  (pp 
31-33) i s  packed with informat ion ,  jokes  used f o r  t h e i r  shock va lue ,  
innuendo, c l i c h e  speech, and p l o t ;  the  economy of  s t r u c t u r e  here  i s  
impress ive .  I t  i s  the  kind of  cumulative d ia logue  t h a t  con ta in s  the  
language and substance o f  the  whole p lay ,  o f  which th e  l i n e s  quoted 
above are  a microcosm.
s  M Harvey 24
As I have no ted,  i t  i s  accompanied by the  ro u t i n e  bus iness  of 
Mike d re s s in g  and Joyce c l e a r in g  b re a k f a s t .  J o y c e ' s  r e p ly  to  the  
" t o i l e t "  l i n e  can be seen perhaps as an easy laugh l i n e  u n t i l  she 
fo llows up with her  quest ion  about the  van, so t h a t  we r e a l i s e  she 
does not  regard  i t  as e i t h e r  funny or out o f  the  o rd in a ry .  When a 
l i t t l e  l a t e r  we are  given an in d i c a t io n  o f  Mike's  shady connections  
i t  seems even l e s s  odd. Hence the  double d i s l o c a t i o n  - our 
e x p ec ta t io n s  have been s h a t t e r e d  and r e s t o r e d ,  only to  be s h a t t e r e d  
again l a t e r  - w i th in  th e  space o f  a few l i n e s .  The audience i s  
fo rced to  r e a l i s e  from the  beginning t h a t  t h i s  i s  not a p lay  to  s i t  
back and r e l a x  wi th ,  i t  won 't  r e in f o r c e  f a m i l i a r  n o t io n s ;  i t  cannot 
f ee l  comfortable  and rea ssu red ,  i t  w i l l  have to  keep i t s  w i ts  about 
i t ,  c o n t r ib u t e  to  the  performance by l i s t e n i n g  c a r e f u l l y  d e s p i t e  the  
o rd in a r in e s s  o f  the  scene.  The s p e c t a to r  i s  asked to  r e j e c t  h is  
p ass ive  r o l e .
The r e l a t i o n s h i p  between Mike and Joyce swings between domestic 
convention ( the  wife having to  remind her husband about t h e i r  
ann iver sa ry  and to  k i s s  her goodbye) and a h in t  of  J o y c e ' s  f a r  from 
domestic p a s t  under a d i f f e r e n t  name: "Two year s  ago you came to  my 
f l a t  and persuaded me to  give up the  l i f e  I ' d  been l e a d i n g . "  ( p . 32) 
Mike a lso  puts  in to  words what w i l l  in f a c t  happen l a t e r  when he 
warns Joyce " I ' d  k i l l  any man who messed with you. Oh y es .  I ' d  
murder him." ( p . 32) - perhaps a reasonab le  husbandly remark on the  
su r f a c e .  The i n t e r e s t i n g  po in t  about t h i s  s ta tement  i s  t h a t  w h i l s t  
Mike c a r r i e s  out t h i s  t h r e a t ,  i t  w i l l  a l so  form the  b a s i s  o f  h is
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a l i b i  a t  the  end o f  the  p lay .  In f a c t ,  Wilson d i d n ' t  a s s a u l t  Joyce
but h i s  death i s  convenient to  Mike as a means o f  cover ing up the
previous  crime o f  k i l l i n g  Wilson 's  b ro th e r ,  which had taken p lace  
before  the  play  s t a r t e d .
Information about the  k i l l i n g  o f  a t a t t o o e d  man c a l l e d  Frank in
an acc iden t  with a van - immediately l in k in g  in with the  knowledge
t h a t  Mike has a van which i s  in need o f  r e p a i r  - i s  given from 
J o y c e ' s  reading o f  the  newspaper. This a l so  provides  Orton with an 
o p por tun i ty  fo r  a very minor example o f  the  use o f  media c l i c h e  which 
was to  become a major element o f  h is  w r i t i n g :  "She t e l l s  o f  her  n igh t  
o f  t e r r o r "  ( p . 32) when Joyce reads  o f  a wife locked in a wardrobe;
here ,  the  c l i c h e  i s  in i t s  n a tu ra l  con tex t .
Two o th e r  f e a tu r e s  of  the  Ortonesque s t y l e  can be observed in 
t h i s  opening s e c t io n .  One i s  a s t y l i s t i c  dev ice :  Mike's  "I 'm a 
powerfully  a t t r a c t i v e  f i g u r e .  I can s t i l l  cause a f l u t t e r  in
feminine h ea r t s "  ( p . 32) i s  an example o f  O r to n ' s  awareness o f  the
t h e a t r i c a l  s i t u a t i o n  and another way o f  keeping the  audience aware of  
i t  too .  Mike speaks l i k e  a s t a g e - d i r e c t i  on; the  speech r e g i s t e r  i s  
a l so  i n a p p ro p r ia t e  compared with the  work ing-c lass  speech p a t t e r n s  
a l ready  e s t a b l i s h e d .  In desc r ib in g  h imse lf  th u s ,  Mike i s  s e t t i n g  a 
framework around the  words, rev ea l in g  a consciousness  o f  a wider 
audience than Joyce and a t  the  same time sugges t ive  o f  a p r i v a t e ,  
power-world o f  h i s  own.
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The o th e r  element i s  t h a t  o f  'keeping up ap p ea ran ces ' .  In i t s  
s im p le s t  form:
Joyce: Are your boots c lean?
Mike: Yes.
Joyce: Keep them c lean .  You may meet important  people .  You
never know. ( p . 33)
This i s  an a spec t  o f  O r ton 's  work t h a t  we sh a l l  meet again and 
again and i s  c lo s e ly  l inked  with the  r e c u r r in g  themes of  sex and 
v io len ce .  In t h i s  in s ta n ce ,  i t  helps  p lace  Joyce s o c i a l l y ;  f o r  Orton 
i t  r e p re s e n t s  b iograph ica l  im p l ica t ions  t h a t  have been well covered 
elsewhere (LAHR 1980). There i s  another  use of  ' appea rance '  in the  
s tage  d i r e c t i o n s  on p . 44 where ac t ion  i s  s u b s t i t u t e d  f o r  d ia logue  (in  
the  e a r l y  BBC vers ion  ap p ro p r ia te  d ia logue  and s c u f f l e  sounds are  
used) when Joyce a t tempts  to  d e ta in  Wilson, w h i l s t  u rg e n t ly  y e l l i n g  
f o r  Mike to  come to  her  a id .  Mike, who as we a l ready  know cares  
about h i s  personal appearance,  "goes to  the  m i r ro r  and runs a comb 
through h is  h a i r ." His coolness  in the  face  o f  Jo y c e ' s  panic  
produces a touch o f  menace in i t s  ambiguous im p l i c a t io n s ,  eg t h a t  he 
knows more about the  s i t u a t i o n  than she r e a l i s e s / t h a t  he i s  in 
con tro l  of  the  s i t u a t i o n / t h a t  he has a c a l l o u s  d i s r e g a r d  f o r  h is  
w i f e ' s  n e r v e s / t h a t  he wants to  p re sen t  a good physica l  appearance to  
the  young male v i s i t o r .  Although th e r e  i s  no ove r t  sugges t ion  of  
homosexuali ty between Wilson and Mike, Mike knows t h a t  Wilson i s  a 
homosexual and when we look a t  E n te r t a in in g  Mr Sloane (being w r i t t e n  
around the  same per iod)  we sha l l  see how t h i s  theme i s  developed.
Appearances take  on a more s i n i s t e r  r o l e  in th e  f i n a l  ac t ion  
where J o y c e ' s  motherly sympathy i s  e x p lo i ted  by Wilson in o rde r  to  
provoke Mike in to  shooting him: "She k i s se s  h i s  cheek t e n d e r l y .  He
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holds her c lo se .  Mike c rashes  in to  the  room. He advances slowly.  
Pause.  Wilson tu rn s  from Joyce,  smiles a t  Mike, and z ip s  us h is  f l y .  
Mike f i r e s  the  gun." The v isua l  symbols have been misread by Mike, 
as Wilson in tended,  and dea th ,  in the  manner o f  c l a s s i c a l  tragedy 
almos t,  has been the  r e s u l t .  Ignoring the  t r i v i a l  complication of  
the  legal  s t a t u s  o f  the  r e l a t i o n s h i p  between Joyce and Mike:
Joyce: What excuse was th e r e  to  shoot him?
Mike: He was misbehaving h imse lf  with my wife .
Joyce: But I 'm not your wife .  And he w a s n ' t ,  ( p . 61)
Jo y c e ' s  r e p ly  i s  both an easy laugh and a reminder o f  t ragedy .  
The added irony comes from knowing the  m u l t i - l a y e re d  s i t u a t i o n  
surrounding  the  death :  a) Wilson 's  d e s i r e  f o r  su ic id e  on the  murder 
o f  h i s  b ro th e r  whom he loved birl b) su ic id e  i s  a r e l i g i o u s  crime ^  
c) he c o n t r iv e s  h i s  own murder to  a t t a i n  s u i c i d e ,  with th e  added 
bonus t h a t  d) Mike w i l l  pay the  pena l ty  he escaped f o r  th e  previous  
murder. Countering t h i s  s cen a r io ,  we have a l ready  noted t h a t  by 
shooting Wilson Mike can a) cover up the  previous  murder,  b) save 
face  - Joyce i s  h is  p rope r ty ,  al though he claims to  love he r ,  w h i l s t  
the  f i n a l  t w i s t  i s  t h a t  c) Wilson provided Mike with the  t ime- 
honoured a l i b i  o f  a 'c r ime of  p a s s i o n ' . ?
All o f  the se  f a c t o r s  are  p e r f e c t l y  l o g ic a l  and are  conta ined  
w i th in  the  verbal and v isua l  informat ion given to  us by Orton. 
Appearances are  comical ly  maintained in the  f i n a l  scene by Mike's  
i n s i s t e n c e  on " the  best"  shee t  to  cover the  body and the  s u p e r f i c i a l  
r e s t o r a t i o n  o f  domestic harmony. Mourning i s  re served  f o r  the  
g o ld f i s h ,  innocent bys tanders ,  who were k i l l e d  a c c i d e n t a l l y  by a 
s t r a y  b u l l e t  "They 're  dead. Poor th in g s .  And I rea red  them so
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c a r e f u l l y .  And while  a l l  t h i s  was going on they  d i e d . "8 ( p . 61)
Mike's  words o f  comfort  remind us o f  the  d e t e c t i v e  genre ,  r i d i c u l e  
th e  p o l i c e  and add a touch o f  s u r re a l  humour which c o u n te rp o in t s  the  
apparent  sadness o f  Jo y c e ' s  demeanour:
Mike: S i t  down. I ' l l  f e tc h  the  p o l i c e .  This has been a
crime of  pass ion .  T h ey ' l l  unders tand . They have 
wives and g o ld f i sh  o f  t h e i r  own." Joyce i s  too
hear tbroken to  answer. She b u r ie s  her  face  in Mike's
shoulder .  He holds her c l o s e . "
The s im p l i c i t y  and d i r e c t n e s s  of  the  sh o r t  sen tences  adds 
s i n c e r i t y  to  even the  most lud ic rous  s ta t em en ts .  Orton leaves  us as 
he s t a r t e d  with another d i s l o c a t i o n  between words and image, which i s  
f a r  more s t r i k i n g  than Jo y ce ' s  querulous  ques t ion  o f  th e  o r ig i n a l  
ve rs ion  "This i s  a happy ending we 're  having. ( Pause) I s n ' t  i t ? "  (BBC 
1966 p . 233).
O r to n 's  c h a r a c te r s  g e n e r a l ly  speak in a manner sugges t ing  lower-
middle or work ing-c lass  o r i g i n s .  There i s  an assumption t h a t  they
have no p a r t i c u l a r  reg iona l d i a l e c t  and g e n e r a l ly  none i s  w r i t t e n  
in to  the  d ia logue .  In The Ruff ian on the  S t a i r  the  im p l ica t io n  i s  
t h a t  Joyce,  Mike and Wilson l i v e  in London; t h e r e  are  r e f e r e n c e s  to  
King 's  Cross s t a t i o n .  Shepherd 's  Bush, Joyce used to  be "up North 
somewhere" ( p . 32) ,  y e t  when Orton in t roduces  the  I r i s h  element in to  
the  d ia logue ,  he s l i p s  f a i r l y  e a s i l y  in to  an I r i s h  i n f l e c t i o n .  (This 
w i l l  occur again in Loot and Funeral Games.)  This has a c u r i o s i t y  
value in as much as Orton came from L e ic e s te r  and l iv e d  in I s l i n g t o n ,  
n e i t h e r  i s  i t  s t r i c t l y  necessary  to  the  p l o t .  I t  does however 
i l l u s t r a t e  th e  po in t  t h a t  Orton has a good e a r  f o r  speech p a t t e r n s  
and in t h i s  case  c a n ' t  r e s i s t  us ing h is  g i f t . 9
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Mike r e v e a l s  t h a t  he i s  Michael O'Rourke and t h e r e  a re  many 
examples o f  the  d i a l e c t / l i l t ,  f o r  example ( p . 47) "You w ouldn ' t  have 
to  be dabbling with birtH-control devices?"  and, more obviously ,
( p . 48 ) " I s  your da in good hea l th?"  However, the  I r i s h / r e l i g i o u s  
a spec ts  brought v e rb a l ly  in to  the  p lay  are  an important s t r u c t u r a l  
dev ice ,  i f  we remember t h a t  Wilson i s  looking f o r  dea th .  But the  
death he so a rd e n t ly  d e s i r e s  cannot be s u i c i d e ,  which i s  out of  the  
ques t ion  f o r  a devout c a t h o l i c  - "Suicide i s  d i f f i c u l t  when you 've  
got a pious  mum" ( p . 50).  I t  a l so  g ives  f r e e  re ign  to  O r to n ' s  pass ion 
f o r  music ha l l  jo k es ,  eg:
Wilson: . . .  I t ' s  the  Latin temperament which has been the
curse  of  our r e l i g i o n  a l l  along.
Mike: The Pope i s  I t a l i a n .
Wilson: You have something t h e r e .  I ' d  l i k e  to  see a L i f fey
man on the  th rone  o f  St Pe te r  myself .  I ' d  be proud to
hear  the  Lateran r in g  with the  f u l l - t h r o a t e d  
blasphemies o f  our n a t iv e  land.
Mike: What are  you th ink ing  of? The Vicar o f  C h r i s t  d o e s n ' t
blaspheme.
Wilson: He would i f  he was I r i s h  and drank Guinness,  ( p . 47
I mentioned e a r l i e r  the  symmetry o f  the  s t r u c t u r e  and the  
i n s e r t i o n  o f  two ' s o l o '  passages fo r  Joyce and Mike. Joyce moves 
from 'R e sp ec ta b le '  house-wife (a lthough doubt has a l re ady  been sown) 
to  v ic t im  and i s  reduced to  u se le s s  encumbrance (Mike), pawn 
(Wilson),  and then back to  her i n i t i a l  p o s i t i o n  ( s t reng thened )  as 
suppor t ive  and loved wife .  Her t r e a tm en t  by Mike i s  f a i r l y  t y p ic a l  
of  the  i n f e r i o r  regard  in which women are  t r a d i t i o n a l l y  held by the  
' g a n g s t e r '  c h a r a c te r  and r e f l e c t ^  too o ld - fash ioned  male, working- 
c l a s s  a t t i t u d e s  towards women - u s e l e s s ,  s tu p id ,  not to  be involved 
in dea l in g s  between men (Mike and Wilson).  Wilson 's  a t t i t u d e .
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al though he uses Joyce and t e r r o r i s e s  her (we assume i t  i s  he ) ,  i s  
n e u t ra l  towards her as a woman; a f t e r  a l l ,  he i s  homosexual.
Scene 3 f in d s  Joyce alone c lean ing  the  room. We have a l ready
heard Wilson t h re a te n in g  her ( p . 35) "T h a t ' s  how th e se  a s s a u l t s  on
lon e ly  women are  a l l  committed", Jo y c e ' s  appeal to  Mike "You read of  
a t t a c k s  every day on lone ly  de fence le ss  women" ( p . 38) and "I 'm a l l  
alone  in the  house",  coupled with Mike's  r e fu sa l  to  s t ay  with her .
The scene i s  in f a c t  a duet f o r  a c t r e s s  and sound e f f e c t s  and a f t e r
the  f i r s t  l i n e s  "I c a n ' t  go to  the  park.  I c a n ' t  s i t  on cold  s tone .
I might g e t  p i l e s  from the  lowered tempera ture .  I wouldn ' t  want them 
on top o f  every th ing  e l s e .  I ' d  t r y ,  maybe, a p raye r .  But th e  Virgin
would tu rn  a deaf  e a r  to  a P r o t e s t a n t   " ( p . 39) t h e r e  i s  none of
the  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  Orton humour. The lone ly  woman in c re a s in g ly  
becoming more t e r r i f i e d  by the  unseen but heard vandals  i s  a p a t h e t i c  
f i g u r e .  Jo y c e ' s  f e a r  and h y s t e r i a  bu i ld  up in p a r a l l e l  with  the  
sound e f f e c t s .  I n t e r e s t i n g l y  enough, t h i s  scene has been r e t a in e d  
v i r t u a l l y  u n a l te red  from the  1963 Radio ve r s io n ,  a l though t e c h n i c a l l y  
i t  i s  f a r  harder  to  enact on s tag e .  I would sugges t  t h a t  th e  impact 
o f  t h i s  scene i s  such t h a t  the  play  would be cons ide rab ly  reduced in 
s t a t u s  by i t s  c u t t i n g ,  al though t h i s  could have been done f a i r l y  
e a s i l y .  A diagram exp la ins  more c l e a r l y  than sentences  the  scor ing  
of  t h i s  scene:
JOYCE/DIALOGUE EFFECTS/BUSINESS
Loneliness  ^ ^  S i lence
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Doorbell ----------------
Nervousness- ra t iona l  a t tempt 
t o  work out who i t  i s  -
lead ing  to  growing conf idence  Breaking g l a s s  + b r icks
thrown through windows _
Panic - screams f o r  help
o u ts id e   ^  Rushes back, slams door -
lock  f a l l s  o f f  - a t tempts  
to  move f u r n i t u r e  -----  ^
Exhaustion Doorbell
Pretence  o f  s e c u r i t y   ^  Door kicked hard enough t o
move c h a i r  --------------- ^
Submission T r a n s i s t o r  music, knocking,
doorbell  - s i l e n c e  - l a u g h te r
s i l e n c e  - wood s p l i n t e r i n g — ^
Panic —I
Pleading Tears
Sobbing
1
The dramatic  ' a r i a '  i s  s k i l l f u l l y  p l o t t e d  and extremely  
b e l i e v a b le ,  showing th e  young p la y w r ig h t ' s  awareness o f  symbols o the r  
than language/d ia logue  to  communicate e f f e c t i v e l y .  The scene a lso  
u nde r l ines  more than any dia logue could the  detachment between Mike 
and Joyce f o r  most o f  the  play and the  c a l lo u sn e ss  of  Mike's  
i n d i f f e r e n c e  to  J o y ce ' s  s u f f e r in g .  This scene in p a r t i c u l a r  r a i s e s  
The Ruffian on the  S t a i r  above the  level  o f  an amusing p iece  o f  
" a b s u rd i s t  melodrama" as Bigsby (1982) d e sc r ib e s  i t . 10 Bigsby a lso  
says in t h i s  con tex t  t h a t  " l a t e r  he (Orton) would r i g o r o u s ly  deny his  
c h a r a c te r s  any emotional dimension making them no more than the  
embodiments o f  b io lo g ica l  d r i v e s . "  C e r t a in ly ,  t h e r e  i s  s t rong  
emotion in the  po r t r aya l  o f  Jo y ce ' s  l o n e l i n e s s  and f e a r  and, w h i l s t  
accep t ing  t h a t  t h e re  i s  some t r u t h  in Bigsby 's  c la im, I hope to  
demonst rate t h a t  t h e r e  are  many excep t ions  t o  t h i s  r u l e .
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The o th e r  important func t ion  o f  the  scene i s  t o  d i s c o n c e r t  the  
audience y e t  again .  We have been granted  two scenes in which to  
r e a d j u s t  our s h a t t e r e d  expec ta t ions  with regard  to  O r to n ' s  s t y l e ,  and 
then in the  t h i r d  scene we are  o f f e red  genuine f e a r ,  r e q u i r in g  rea l  
sympathy. This cont inues  in to  Scene four  with Mike and Joyce c r o s s ­
ques t ion ing  each o th e r  about what each sees  as the  o t h e r ' s  
shor tcomings.  Our sympathy remains with Joyce up to  and inc lud ing  
her e f f e c t i v e  d ism issa l  when Wilson a r r i v e s .
Joyce i s  the  o b je c t  o f  what Burke (1966) d e sc r ib e s  as 
" v ic t im a g e " . ! !  Both ac t ion  and d ia logue combine ( u n t i l  the  very end 
o f  the  play)  to  make her the  v ic t im ,  the  i n f e r i o r ,  the  one who always 
lo s e s  con tro l  - in every sense .  To take  one example (we have a l ready  
seen t h i s  demonstrated in r e l a t i o n  to  sound e f f e c t s ) :
Joyce: I ' v e  had a busy day
Mike: Are you t i r e d ?
Joyce: A b i t
Mike: Have a busy day, d id  you?
Joyce: (sha rp ly )  Yes. Why d o n ' t  you l i s t e n ?  You never
l i s t e n  to  anyone but y o u r s e l f .
Mike: I do.
Joyce: You never l i s t e n  to  me.
Mike: You never say anything i n t e r e s t i n g  (p.37)
and so on. There are  many examples,  p a r t i c u l a r l y  when Wilson and 
Mike 'gang up'  on her ,  a s t rong sugges t ion  in the  fo l lowing passage 
t h a t  women are  i n f e r i o r  c r e a t u r e s ,  eg (pp 46-47) :
Mike: Give the  lad  a chance
Joyce: Chance? A f te r  what I ' v e  been through?
Mike: Shut up!
Joyce: (bewildered) Shut up?
Mike: You're heading f o r  a b e l t  around the  e a r .  Go to  Mary.
Are you going?
Wilson ( e n te r s  with a s u i t c a s e . )
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Mike: Put i t  over t h e r e ,  l a d .  How about a cup o f  t e a ,
Joycie?
Joyce (goes in to  the  bedroom.)
Note too  the  use o f  the  d im inutive  "Joycie" which i s  both 
f a m i l i a r  and l i t e r a l l y  d iminutive  as f a r  as Jo y c e ' s  s t a t u s  in t h i s  
t r i o  i s  concerned. (Conversely,  Joyce c a l l s  Mike "Michael" in 
moments o f  s t r e s s  o r  f o r m a l i t y ) .  Mike's  ques t ions  are  e i t h e r  s t e r n l y  
i n t e r r o g a t i v e  or  where as above (p .3 7 ) ,  apparen t ly  sympathetic ,  soon 
revea led  as automatic  or  lack ing  in r ea l  concern.  His s h o r t  c losed  
responses  do not encourage response or  confess ion  in Jo y c e ' s  case .  
N ever the le ss ,  t h e r e  i s  ambivalence in h i s  approach to  Wilson, which 
although on the  su r face  s u r p r i s in g  v i s - a - v i s  Wilson and Joyce - 
becomes apparen t t h a t  i t  i s  c lo s e ly  s t r u c tu r e d  when the  f u l l  ex ten t  
o f  th e  involvement between Mike, Wilson and Wilson 's  dead b ro th e r  
becomes c l e a r .
Orton a lso  shows us t h a t  in s p i t e  o f  every th ing ,  Mike i s  
extremely  possess ive  o f  Joyce.  This i s  more c lo s e ly  a l l i e d  to  h is  
in c reas in g  age and fading powers in the  1963 s c r i p t ,  but in th e  l a t e r  
v e r s io n ,  Mike's  van i ty  and t h e a t r i c a l i t y  have been b u i l t  up a t  the  
expense o f  empathy. His j e a lo u sy  i s  in keeping with th e  smal l - t ime 
ambitious crook image - she i s  h i s  p rope r ty  and he may well have been 
her pimp - and we have a l ready  noted h i s  p rophe t ic  words a t  the  very 
beginning o f  the  play ( p . 32).  La te r ,  a f t e r  having been d e l i b e r a t e l y  
provoked by Wilson, he t h r e a t e n s  " I f  you 've  had her I ' l l  swing fo r  
you" ( p . 53).  There i s  a n ice  po in t  here f o r ,  a l though Mike has 
a c t u a l l y  sa id  to  Wilson "The only exper ience  you 've  had i s  with your 
f i s t " ,  h is  sexual van i ty  has been so i n s u l t e d  t h a t  he f a i l s  to  make
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th e  l o g ic a l  connection (or lack  o f  one) between Wilson 's  
homosexuali ty and Joyce.  Vio lent  language s u b s t i t u t e s  f o r  v i o l e n t  
ac t io n  a t  t h i s  p o in t ,  coupled with vague t h r e a t s  about the  gun. Mike 
t e l l s  Wilson "You're an ignoran t  young sod!" and screams a t  him to  
"Get ou t !"  - in keeping with Mike's  c la im on f i n a l l y  being l e f t  
a lone: "I fee l  bad. I'm s icken ing  f o r  something" ( p . 54).  The 
fo llowing so lo  passage f o r  Mike i s  r e l i e v e d  by touches  o f  Orton 
humour and by the  s t y l i z a t i o n  o f  the  e n t i r e  passage in the  manner 
e s t a b l i s h e d  f o r  Mike q u i t e  e a r ly  on in the  p lay ,  o f  which the  
fo llowing speeches s tand as examples ( p . 55):
"They th in k  because y o u ' r e  a cr iminal they can t r e a t  you
l i k e  d i r t " .
"She 's  wasted her a u n t i e ' s  legacy on cards  fo r  t o b a c c o n i s t ' s
windows."
"The morals o f  Nineveh were hard ly  so l a x . "
By the  end o f  the  so l i lo q u y ,  Mike has changed from th e  man who 
ca res  about h i s  appearance to  an old man in pyjamas and s l i p p e r s ;  the  
physica l  d e t e r i o r a t i o n  complemented by the  melodramatic pa thos  o f  the  
d ia logue  (pp 54-55):  " I f  I k i l l  her I ' l l  have to  say goodbye. I ' l l
never see her again .  I ' d  be a lone.  The pain o f  i t .  I never r e a l i s e
the  pa in .  I 'm too old to  s t a r t  again .  Too o ld .  I love her .  My 
h e a r t  aches to  admit i t .  She 's  a l l  I ' v e  g o t .  I want her i f  s h e ' s
the  b igges t  old t a r t  s ince  the  mother o f  Solomon." There i s ,
however, a touch o f  t r en ch an t  humour g iv ing  a l i f t  t o  th e  f i n a l  l i n e  
before  Joyce e n te r s  "What a l i f e  i t  i s  l i v i n g  in a country  f u l l  o f  
whores and communists."
There i s  s u f f i c i e n t  contemporary re levance  in t h i s  o b se rv a t io n ,  
as well as th e  unusual j u x t a p o s i t i o n  o f  whores with communists,  t o
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j o l t  th e  audience out o f  any sympathy t h a t  may have accrued, and 
heavy irony cons ider ing  Mike's  criminal background. The s t y l i z e d  
irony o f  t h i s  passage i s  in complete c o n t r a s t  to  J o y c e ' s  so lo  passage 
in Scene t h r e e :  Mike (a man) s tay s  in c o n t r o l ,  Joyce (a woman)
d o e s n ' t .
The whole o f  t h i s  h igh ly  melodramatic passage has been compared 
by severa l  w r i t e r s  to  Shakespearian/Jacobean tr agedy  in general  and 
to  O the l lo  in p a r t i c u l a r . 12 Thomsen (1973) d e sc r ib e s  i t  as "a 
p r o l e t a r i a t - s l a n g  parody of  O th e l lo " and "a dramatic  Othe l lo  
monologue" but p o in t s  out t h a t  " the  equation Joyce=Desdemona 
completely  de s t roys  the  t r a g i c  su b l im i ty  and d i g n i t y  o f  Shakespeare ."  
(My t r a n s l a t i o n . )  There i s  no reason to  suppose t h a t  Orton d i d n ' t  
have Shakespearian tragedy in mind and c o u l d n ' t  r e s i s t  a f a i r l y  
s u p e r f i c i a l  c rack  a t  the  s t y l e  to  add to  the  incongru i ty  o f  h i s  own 
c h a r a c t e r s .  As f a r  as any language p a r a l l e l  i s  concerned, we only 
g e t  a f l a v o u r  o f  the  o r ig in a l  with "cuckolded" and " p e r f id io u s ,  
t r e a ch e ro u s" ,  t o g e th e r  with some b i b l i c a l  a l l u s i o n s .  O r to n ' s  love 
f o r  and reading of  Shakespeare dated back to  childhood and he r a r e l y  
r e s i s t e d  a chance to  add to  the  r i c h n e ss  of  h is  d ia logue .
Lahr (1980) r a t h e r  o v e r s t a t e s  t h i s .  "Mike's r e v e n g e r ' s  ' a r i a '  
was meant as a parody o f  Jacobean t ragedy .  Language i s  s t a t e d  as a 
convincing s e l f -h y p n o t i c  g e s tu re  o f  tr iumphant con tro l  in a l i f e  t h a t  
denies  i t . "  ( p . 164) This grand comparison i s  perhaps too  s t rong  fo r  
what i s ,  a f t e r  a l l ,  a r a t h e r  s l i g h t  p iece .
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I have d e a l t  a t  leng th  with t h i s  s h o r t  ' f i r s t '  p lay ,  because i t  
embodies many o f  the  themes and techn iques  which were to  become the  
hallmarks o f  O r to n ' s  dramatic  w r i t i n g .  More im por tan t ly ,  i t  
i l l u s t r a t e s  c l e a r l y  the  c e n t r a l i t y  o f  d ia logue  in p l o t  s t r u c t u r e  and 
the  ten s io n  between dia logue  and r e a l i t y  in O r ton ' s  work. The 
denseness o f  the  a l l u s i o n s  and jokes  - both l i t e r a r y  and music -hal l  - 
r e v e a l s  a m ul t i tude  o f  l a y e r s  and soc ia l  c r i t i c i s m s  not immediately 
apparent in the  epigrammatic s t y l e  and a b s u r d i s t  b lack humour. These 
elements w i l l  become more apparen t in my examination o f  l a t e r  p lays .  
Orton s t a r t s  as he means to  con t inue ,  by w r i t i n g  both to  e n t e r t a i n  
and to  provoke.
NOTES
Seigal (1981) and Bigsby (1982) take  the  plays  in chronologica l  
o rde r  too ,  al though I would d i sag ree  with B igsby 's  d i v i s i o n  in to  
" th ree  c l e a r l y  d i s t i n g u i s h a b l e  p e r io d s " .  I agree t h a t  The 
Ruffian on the  s t a i r  and E n te r t a in in g  Mr Sloane belong in tandem 
and t h a t  the  s a t i r i c  The Good and Fa i th fu l  Servant  s tands  alone;  
i t  seems an o v e r - s im p l i f i c a t i o n  to  group th e  remaining four  
p lays  to g e th e r  under the  gener ic  heading "anarch ic  f a r c e s " .  In 
a w r i t i n g - l i f e  o f  four  y e a r s ,  with cons tan t  r e v i s in g  and 
r e w r i t in g  being c a r r i e d  ou t ,  "per iod" seems i n a p p r o p r i a t e .
As mentioned in "Orton the  W ri te r" ,  P ro fesso r  Charney's  book 
(1984) seems to  have been organised on r a t h e r  a r t i f i c i a l  
grounds.  The th r e e  chap te rs  dea l ing  with the  major p lays  
(S loane , Loot and B u t l e r ) a re  r e - ru n s  o f  p rev io u s ly  publi shed  
a r t i c l e s  and th e r e f o r e  give th e  impression t h a t  the  o th e r  work 
had to  be grouped around them. Whilst  I can accept a j o i n t  look 
a t  The Good and Fa i th fu l  Servant and The Erpingham Camp on 
format grounds i f  not on theme ( s u re ly ,  a u t h o r i t y  and 
en te r ta inm en t  f ig u r e  in o the rs  o f  O r to n ' s  p l a y s ? ) ,  I t ake  i s sue  
with the  l in k in g  o f  Ruffian on the  s t a i r . Funeral Games and 
Until  she screams on the  b a s i s  t h a t  they are  a l l  " s t y l i s t i c  
exper iments" .  I t  would be f a i r  to  say t h a t  a l l  o f  O r to n ' s  plays 
were s t y l i s t i c  exper iments.
References to  the  1963 s c r i p t  published  in New Radio Drama by 
the  BBC in 1966 w i l l  be drawn on where necessa ry  but see a lso  
Appendix on "The P in t e r  Connection".  Genera lly  speaking,  t h i s
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vers ion  i s  r a t h e r  more se r io u s  in tone than th e  re v i s ed  vers ion ;  
sugges t ions  of  homosexuality are  very obscure;  the  r e v i s io n  
b e n e f i t t e d  from sharper  Ortonesque language, the  c u t t i n g  and 
e d i t i n g  o f  unnecessary m a te r i a l ,  showing growth o f  exper ience  
and confidence  in Orton as w r i t e r .
3 Crossley d e sc r ib e s  Sophocles '  Oedipus as an "age-o ld  d e t e c t iv e  
f i g u r e " .  See CROSSLEY, B M. An in v e s t ig a t i o n  o f  S toppard ' s  
"Hound" and "Foot" . Modern Drama, March 1977, v .xx .  No 1, pp 22 
77-86.
4 The apt motto inc ludes  an i r o n i c  i n s i g h t  in to  t h i s  s t a t e  of  
a f f a i r s .  (My t r a n s l a t i o n ) .
5 "I f in d  t h i s  work b r i l l i a n t  and t r u l y  o r i g i n a l .  As a s t y l i s t  
h e ' s  q u i t e  remarkable.  He has an i n s t i n c t i v e  g rasp  o f  
c o n s t r u c t i o n . "  Harold P in t e r  quoted in The l i f e  and death  of  
Joe Orton by James Fox, Sunday Times 22 November 1970.
6 The s t r u c t u r a l  symmetry can be shown as fo l lows:
Mike and Joyce to g e th e r
Joyce + Wilson 
Mike and Joyce to g e th e r  
Joyce alone + unseen i n t r u d e r  
Mike and Joyce + Wilson 
Mike and Wilson 
Mike alone
Mike and Joyce to g e th e r  
Joyce and Wilson
+ Mike 
Mike and Joyce to g e th e r
7 "Ruff ian ,  Sloane (which production I d e te s te d )  and Erpingham 
(which production I l ik ed )  seem to  me to  p reserve  a remarkable 
balance in themselves - t h e y ' r e  many-layered s h i f t i n g  th in g s .
The g r e a t  d i s t i n c t i o n  and joy of  your b e s t  w r i t i n g  i s  t h a t  
(with in  a b e a u t i f u l l y  organised rhythmic s t r u c t u r e )  i t  possesses  
an inner  resonance o f  s h i f t i n g  r e f e re n ce s  and a t  the  same time a 
su s ta ined  sense o f  dramatic  momentum from one sentence  to  the  
next . . . "  Harold P in t e r  in a l e t t e r  to  JO 15 March 1966 quoted 
in Lahr (1980) p . 343.
8 In Tom S toppard ' s  play Jumpers (1972) Dotty has g o l d f i s h ,  not 
c h i ld re n ,  who are  a c c id e n ta l l y  k i l l e d  dur ing a game.
9 Thomsen (1973) says (my t r a n s . )  t h a t  "Orton has an e x c e p t io n a l ly  
f i n e  ear  f o r  the  a b s u r d i t i e s  in the  speech p a t t e r n s  o f  a l l  
soc ia l  c l a s s e s  and he ranges . . .  over a wide-range o f  a l l  kinds 
o f  wel l -used  speech h a b i t s ,  as well as t h a t  o f  simple peop le ."  
Whilst  I would agree in p r i n c i p l e ,  Orton c e r t a i n l y  d o e s n ' t  range 
over a l l  c l a s s e s ,  keeping f a i r l y  f i rm ly  to  the  lower o rde rs  
u n t i l  B u t l e r . Orton himself  s a id  t h a t  as he went up i n t  he 
world s o c i a l l y ,  so did h is  c h a r a c t e r s ,  (see  McCrindle, JF .e d .  
Behind the  scenes (1971).
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10 Bigsby d i f f e r e n t i a t e s  between a b s u r d i s t  melodrama and a b s u r d i s t  
f a r c e ,  d e sc r ib in g  Ruff ian as the  former.  I agree up to  a po in t :  
t h e r e  i s  a s t rong  element o f  menace here  q u i t e  fo re ign  to  
melodrama; a l so ,  O r to n ' s  l i n k  with a b s u r d i s t  t h e a t r e  i s  r a t h e r  
tenuous.
11 I f  ac t ion  ( i s  to  be our key term) then drama 
I f  drama then c o n f l i c t
I f  c o n f l i c t  then vic timage
12 Taylor  (1971) d e sc r ib e s  i t  as "an i n t r i c a t e  ' r e v e n g e r ' s  t r agedy '  
compressed in to  one a c t  and played as f a r c e . "  ( p . 129) But I 
would d i sp u te  the  d e s c r ip t i o n  of  t h i s  play  as f a r c e ,  
p a r t i c u l a r l y  in the  p lay ing ,  as does Bigsby (see Note 10 
above).
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ENTERTAINING MR SLOANE
Wri tten  in 1963, as was The Ruffian on the  S t a i r , O r to n ' s  f i r s t  
f u l l - l e n g t h  ( th r e e  Act) play  i s  a more d e t a i l e d  e x p lo ra t io n  of  
s i m i l a r  themes and o f f e r s  a more open y e t  complex s ta tem en t  o f  h is  
sexual outlook .  Again we have a t r i a n g u l a r  r e l a t i o n s h i p  - b ro th e r  
and s i s t e r  in s tead  of  husband and wife ( i n c e s t  i s  not sugges ted)  - 
p lus  a bisexual o u t s i d e r .  The l a t t e r ,  l i k e  Wilson, i s  a completely  
amoral young man. A fou r th  c h a r a c te r  Kemp has been added to  the  
household and I sh a l l  d i s cu s s  h is  c a t a l y t i c  r o l e  s h o r t l y .
In each o f  the  plays  an o f f - s t a g e  murder has taken p lace  which 
i s  s t r u c t u r a l l y  v i t a l  f o r  the  p l o t .  The v ic t im  of  t h i s  murder (a 
photographer) i s  comparat ively unimportant as an i n d iv id u a l ,  un l ike  
Frank Wilson, but again ,  the  r e v e l a t i o n  t h a t  one o f  the  c h a r a c t e r s  i s  
a murderer r e s u l t s  in the  death  o f  the  'one who knows' .
The p l a y ' s  s t r u c t u r e  s k i l f u l l y  f l e s h e s  out the  fo l lowing p l o t  
ske le ton :
Sloane i s  taken in as a lodger  by Kath
Kemp antagonises  Sloane
Kath and Ed bid f o r  S lo an e 's  a f f e c t i o n
Kath a s s a u l t s  Sloane s ex u a l ly ;  becomes pregnant
Ed c o n so l id a te s  r e l a t i o n s h i p  with Sloane
Kemp ' t e l l s  t a l e s '  to  Ed, accuses Sloane o f  murder,  i s
h imself  a t tacked  by Sloane and subsequently  d i e s .
Sloane o f f e r s  sexual favours  to  Ed to  save h im se l f
s  M Harvey 40
Kath a ttempts  to  fo rce  Sloane to  choose between h e r s e l f  and
Ed, r e s o r t i n g  to  blackmail
Sloane tu rn s  v io l e n t  and i s  baulked by Ed
Ed and Kath agree to  share  Sloane.
The t i t l e ,  as in The Ruffian on the  S t a i r , i s  an embodiment of  
the  p l a y ' s  co n ten t .  As Taylor (1971) says " the c lue  to  i t s  
s t r u c t u r e  i s  in the  t i t l e ,  the  meaning o f  which inexorab ly  s h i f t s  in 
the  course o f  the  play from provid ing en te r ta inm ent  f o r  Mr Sloane to  
using Mr Sloane as an occas ion o f  en te r t a in m en t . "  ( p . 131).  I t  a l so  
re p re s e n t s  Kath 's  p r e t e n t io n s  towards m id d le -c la ss  g e n t i l i t y  both in 
her i n s i s t e n c e  on r e f e r r i n g  to  him throughout as Mr Sloane,  and when 
she exhor ts  Kemp to  "E n te r ta in  Mr Sloane now. Give him the  b e n e f i t  
o f  your exper ience" ,  and chides  "You want to  l e a rn  manners. T h a t ' s  
what you want. I'm ( s i c ) a good mind to  give  you no t e a .  (To Sloane) 
I ' d  not care  to  wonder what you must th in k  o f  u s ."  ( p . 70) There i s  
both irony and pathos here in t h a t  Kemp i s  being asked to  e n t e r t a i n  a 
young criminal layabout as though he were the  v i c a r ;  and t h a t  Kath 
t r e a t s  Kemp l i k e  a c h i l d .  The f i n a l  irony i s  in the  r e v e r sa l  when 
Sloane becomes the  o b je c t  - j e s t e r  almost - r equ i red  to  perform fo r  
Kath and Ed's en te r ta inm en t .
E n te r t a in in g  Mr S loane , too ,  i s  a small c a s t  play  in which the  
ac t ion  i s  played out in balanced duologues r a t h e r  than in group 
scenes .  There i s  an element of  Greek c l a s s i c a l  t ragedy  in th e  p l a y ' s  
s t r u c t u r e  and whether t h i s  r e f l e c t s  the  in f lu en ce  o f  O r to n ' s  
reading o f  c l a s s i c a l  l i t e r a t u r e  or whether he f e l t  i n t u i t i v e l y
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happier  handl ing one- to -one duologue i s  a m a t te r  f o r  c o n je c tu re .  We 
s h a l l  see however t h a t  in both Loot and The Erpingham Camp Orton was 
to  become j u s t  as capable  o f  handling scenes with more than two 
a c t o r s .
Before examining the  s h i f t s  o f  balance in the  r e l a t i o n s h i p s  
revea led  through the se  duologues,  and which form the  c en t r a l  theme of  
t h i s  t h e s i s ,  i t  would be helpfu l to  look a t  some genera l  a spec ts  of  
the  dramatic  methodology which Orton employs in terms o f  the  con tex t .  
Ed and Kath l i v e  in a f a n ta sy  world o f  t h e i r  own d ev is in g ,  a c t in g  out 
r o l e s  they  have invented fo r  themselves in "a house s e t  in th e  midst  
o f  a rubbish  dump." ( p . 72) Not only i s  i t  s i t u a t e d  in the  middle of  
a rubbish  dump but people come s p e c i a l l y  to  dump rubbish  around them. 
In the  same way, they  have accepted a worn out ve rs ion  o f  language in 
which the  empty c l i c h e s  o f  the  media, used to  b l ind  us to  r e a l i t y ,  
a re  dumped upon them too .  Bigsby (1982),  speaking o f  O r to n ' s  work 
g e n e r a l ly ,  says t h a t  " the  s t y l e  o f  the se  p lay s ,  t h e i r  w i t  and t h e i r  
in t e r n a l  processes  are  t h e i r  meaning." This i s  p a r t i c u l a r l y  apparent 
in E n te r t a in in g  Nr Sloane where the  medium r e a l l y  i s  the  message.
Both t h e i r  house and t h e i r  speech become metaphors f o r  th e  s p i r i t u a l  
poverty  in to  which they are  descending.
The o th e r  inmate of  the  house, Kemp, t h e i r  old f a t h e r ,  i s  
through age,  i n f i r m i ty  and upbringing anchored in the  r e a l  world.
His very e x i s t en ce  poses a t h r e a t  to  the  worlds t h a t  Kath and Ed are  
t r y i n g  to  invent  f o r  themselves,  thus  he w i l l  a l so  become a genuine 
t h r e a t  to  Sloane as witness  of  the  murder.  I r o n i c a l l y  h i s  death  i s
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both a re-enactment o f  the  crime and S lo an e 's  d o w n fa l l . !  The double- 
edged weapon of  death (see  a l so  The Ruffian on the  S t a i r ) has 
overtones  o f  Greek t ragedy ,  as has the  a l l e g o r i c a l  a spec t  of  Kemp's 
c h a r a c t e r .  Kemp's f a i l i n g  e y e - s ig h t  tu rn s  him in to  an amalgam of  
Sophocles '  b l ind  s ee r  T e i r e s i a s ,  who sees  a l l ,  and Oedipus fo r  whom 
re v e l a t i o n  br ings  b l i n d n e s s . 2
Kemp sees  r e a l i t y  behind the  fa n ta sy ,  squa lo r  behind the  f a i r y ­
t a l e s ,  and must d ie  to  p r o t e c t  the  dreams o f  o th e r s .  A ppropr ia te ly ,  
i t  i s  Kemp who complains about the  rubbish  dump which surrounds them. 
S t r u c t u r a l l y ,  he plays a key r o l e  in mot iva t ing  the  ac t io n  o f  the  
p lay and in the  balance of  power s t ru g g le s  between the  o th e r  
c h a r a c t e r s .
Sloane,  a psychopathic  k i l l e r  on the  run,  i s  a t tempt ing  to  
escape in to  a fan ta sy  world and i s  w i l l i n g  to  play  anyone's  game in 
o rder  to  p r o t e c t  h imse lf .  Again the  young in t r u d e r  appears  to  be the  
manipu la to r ,  ope ra t ing  from a p o s i t i o n  o f  s t r e n g t h ,  but whereas in 
The Ruff ian on the  S t a i r  Wilson stage-manages events  s u c c e s s f u l ly  to  
g e t  what he wants,  Sloane f a i l s  and becomes the  manipula ted; he i s  
de fea ted  by a combination o f  su p e r io r  s t r a t e g i e s  and f a t e ,  in the  
person of  Kemp.
The language which de f ines  the  play and i t s  a c t io n  i s  b u rs t in g  
with ja rgon and s te r eo ty p e  ideas ,  and c l e a r l y  r e f l e c t s  the  r o l e -  
p lay ing  a spec t  o f  Kath and Ed's l i v e s .  Several c r i t i c s  have noted 
t h i s  a spec t  o f  O r ton 's  work, fo r  i n s ta n ce ,  w r i t i n g  in 1970 Penelope
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G i l l i a t t  (1973) s a id :  "1 b e l ieve  Orton was a ser ious-minded man; i t  
i s  t h i s  contemporary problem of  u t t e r a n c e  t h a t  b e l i e s  h is  work, t h i s  
problem of  h i s  not seeming to  mean a word he say s . "  The 
"contemporary problem of  u t te ran ce"  i s  a s t y l i s t i c  and comedic 
dev ice :  Orton wrote comedy and t h e r e f o r e  d i d n ' t  express  h i s  s e r io u s  
views in s e r io u s  language. He used, as G i l l i a t t  a l so  a p t ly  says ,  
language t h a t  i s  " l i k e  parquet over a volcano",  a p e r c e p t iv e ly  
accu ra te  and v iv id  s i m i l e . 3 Lahr (1980) quotes Orton as saying of  
E n te r t a in in g  Mr Sloane t h a t  i t  " i s  comedy in so f a r  as th e  whole 
world and the  whole human s i t u a t i o n  are  comic and f a r c i c a l . "  ( p . 197)4
The m a t te r  o f  s e r io u s  mindedness has f u r t h e r  r a m i f i c a t i o n s  fo r  
Orton. 1 would claim t h a t  t h e re  i s  a very se r io u s  concept underlying  
the  am ora l i ty  and c l ich ed  dia logue of  t h i s  p lay ,  and t h a t  i s  a 
d e sp e ra te  need and search f o r  love ,  a f f e c t i o n  and companionship.
This lack  o f  a f f e c t i o n  i s  expressed on severa l  occas ions  and i s  in 
keeping with the  s p i r i t u a l  poverty  rep re sen ted  in both the  house and 
the  language. Notice t h a t  Sloane,  al though p laying on Kath 's  
sympathy, claims t h a t  ap a r t  from i n s u f f i c i e n t  pr ivacy  the  worst  th ing  
about l i v i n g  in an orphanage was " the  rea l  lack  o f  love" ( p . 67) .
This follows Kath 's  p a th e t i c  s to ry  about her marriage  and c h i ld  
which, al though p o ss ib ly  f a b r i c a t i o n  in p a r t s ,  adds up to  a 
t e r r i f y i n g  p i c tu r e  o f  a lo v e le s s  and empty l i f e .  Indeed, t h i s  lack  
o f  v e r i f i c a t i o n  i s  p a r t  of  O r ton 's  s t y l i s t i c s :  i t s  combination with
verbal i n s t a b i l i t y  c r e a t e s  a h ighly  s t y l i s e d  speech and m an i fe s t s  
i t s e l f  in automatic  c l i c h e - r id d e n  language, r e s u l t i n g  in t o t a l  
f a i l u r e  o f  communication between the  c h a r a c t e r s .  The e f f e c t  i s  to
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lock  them in to  t h e i r  own lon e ly  l i v e s .  To f u r t h e r  t h i s  important 
p o in t ,  I o f f e r  the  example o f  Kemp ( p . 92),  going b l ind  and in t e r r o r  
o f  being put in to  a home, accus ing Kath with "You d o n ' t  love me" to  
which she r e p l i e s  " I ' v e  never stopped loving you" and proceeds to  
t r e a t  him l i k e  a c h i l d .  This provides  her with an automatic  response 
to  h i s  needs t h a t  makes thought  or emotion unnecessary and blocks 
genuine a d u l t  unders tanding .
Whils t  t h e se  c h a r a c te r s  have many unlovable  t r a i t s ,  
n e v e r th e l e s s ,  the  p i c t u r e  b u i l t  up o f  t h e i r  l i v e s  shows a d r a s t i c  
need f o r  r ea l  human warmth and c o n ta c t .  I would d i s ag ree  somewhat 
with Charney (1980) where he says o f  S lo an e 's  recount ing  a dubious 
exper ience :  "The b l a t a n t  s e x u a l i t y  i s  always guarded and d i sg u ised  - 
not p a r t  o f  a system of  p leasu re  or hedonism, but only an express ion  
o f  need and greed, the  overpowering d e s i r e  to  use and possess  another  
pe rson ."  ( p . 175) Whilst  t h i s  i s  a p o s s ib le  reading o f  m o t iva t ion ,  I 
have shown t h a t  i t  d o e s n ' t  look a t  what l i e s  behind th e  need to  
possess ;  a l so  although Sloane i s  c e r t a i n l y  amoral and v i c io u s ,  i t  i s  
hard to  see where Orton has suppl ied  him with the  power-seeking 
mot iva t ion  Charney sugges ts .  Homosexual barga in ing  and a need to  
s h e l t e r  from l i f e  and e s p e c i a l l y  the  p o l i c e  perhaps,  but Sloane i s  
not p resen ted  as a s t rong or c l e v e r  schemer; r a t h e r  he i s  an 
o p p o r tu n i s t .
An examination of  the  duologue s t r u c t u r e  w i l l  serve  t o  h ig h l i g h t  
the  above themes f u r t h e r  and develop the  a n a ly s i s  o f  O r to n ' s  s t y l e  
and language. In p a r t i c u l a r ,  h is  c h a r a c t e r s  are  r evea led  through
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what they  say or choose to  t e l l  us about themselves ,  r a t h e r  than what 
they  do. For although words and ac t io n s  a re  o f ten  in d i r e c t  c o n f l i c t  
with  each o th e r ,  the  make-believe f a n t a s i e s  o f  the  words obscure the  
se r io u sn ess  o f  t h e i r  import .
The play opens with a cont inued ex p lo ra t io n  o f  the  theme o f  
ro o m - le t t in g  with the  d i f f e r e n c e  t h a t  Kath, un l ike  Joyce,  i s  eager to  
s e l l .  The bus iness  barga in ing  i s  a double-en tendre  o f  sexual 
ba rga in ing ;  Kath mixes sexual h in t s  with domestic c l i c h e .  This 
l i n g u i s t i c  ambivalence i s  expressed c l e a r l y  in the  f i r s t  four  
speeches as fo llows ( p . 65):
Kath: This i s  my lounge,
Sloane: Would I be able  to  use t h i s  room? Is  i t  inc luded?
Kath: Oh, yes .  ( Pause) You m u s tn ' t  imagine i t ' s  always l i k e
t h i s .  You ought to  have rung up or  something. And 
I ' d ' v e  been prepared.
Sloane: The bedroom was p e r f e c t .
The e l e c t r i c i t y  behind the  b a n a l i t y  i s  ex ac t ly  G i l l i a t t ' s  
"parquet over a volcano".  The p a s t  tense  "was" p e r f e c t  underscores  
t h i s  p o in t .
Sloane plays  a cool hand u n t i l  he has e s t a b l i s h e d  K a th 's  
eagerness  " I ' d  be happy to  have you" ( p . 65);  her unmarried s t a t e ;  her 
admission to  having l o s t  a son " k i l l e d  in very sad c i rcum stances" ;  
and to  being fo r ty -o n e .  Then d e c i s i v e l y  to  the  p o in t :  " I ' l l  t ake  the  
room" ( p . 66) .  As I have a l ready  in d ic a te d ,  c l i c h e  i s  used as a 
formula,  p a r t  o f  the  r i t u a l  o f  sexual d i shones ty .  Thus, K a th 's  
soc ia l  background and a s p i r a t i o n s  are  made c l e a r  by th e  language in 
t h i s  f i r s t  page o f  d ia logue ,  f o r  example, " t o i l e t " ,  " lounge",  "them
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c u r t a i n s " .  I t  i s  s i g n i f i c a n t  t h a t  al though old  Kemp and h i s  eye- 
t r o u b l e  have been in t roduced ,  Ed h a s n ' t .
The bargain  s ea led ,  Kath eage r ly  pours out her p a t h e t i c  l i f e -  
s t o r y  to  what she hopes i s  a sympathet ic  e a r .  S lo an e ' s  ques t ions  and 
answers are  p r a c t i c a l l y  monosyllabic,  he i s  e a s i l y  the  s t ro n g e r  
c h a r a c t e r  a t  t h i s  s t ag e .  Kath needs to  j u s t i f y  h e r s e l f ;  Sloane 
d o e s n ' t ,  as i s  shown by the  way he speaks r a t h e r  l i k e  an 
i n t e r r o g a t o r ,  with Kath as the  v ic t im ,  eager to  give th e  r i g h t  
answers.  We have no way o f  v e r i fy in g  the  saga o f  her  c h i ld  and i t s  
adoption ,  or  the  forb idden  marr iage; but one sh o r t  passage has the  
r in g  o f  t r u t h :
Sloane: What happened to  the  baby?
Kath: Adopted.
Sloane: By whom?
Kath: That I could not say.  My b ro th e r  ar ranged  i t .  ( p . 67)
This i s  achieved through Kath 's  switch to  r e t i c e n c e  from 
v o l u b i l i t y ,  coupled with the  r e fe re n ce  to  her b ro th e r  as the  
"ar ranger"  s t r i k e  a c h i l l i n g  note  in t h e i r  c o n t r a s t  to  her c h a t t e r .  
Control e s t a b l i s h e d ,  Sloane proceeds to  p re sen t  a rom ant ic ised  view 
o f  h i s  own chi ldhood,  gauged to  appeal to  Ka th 's  m a te rna l / sexua l  
i n s t i n c t s .  In t h i s  way O r ton 's  humour a s s e r t s  i t s e l f  in S lo a n e 's  
s te reo typed  view of  the  occupations  o f  the  middle c l a s s e s :  "You
know, HP d e b ts .  Bridge.  A l i t t l e  l i g h t  gardening.  The usual 
a c t i v i t i e s  o f  a c u l tu red  community." ( p . 68) Sloane i s  obv ious ly  out 
o f  h i s  depth but then Kath w i l l  never know the  d i f f e r e n c e .
The sexual fencing continues  as each s t a t e s  a c o n d i t io n :  "I need 
. . .  unders tanding" says Sloane ( p . 68) and Kath counters  with  "You
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must t r e a t  me g e n t ly  when I'm in one o f  my moods" ( p . 69) The 
ambiguity o f  S lo an e 's  d e c l a r a t i o n  i s  made c l e a r e r  to  th e  audience 
through the  s tage  d i r e c t i o n s  "He shudders a l i t t l e " when Kath touches 
him and h i s  pass ive  r e a c t io n  to  her physical  'm o th e r ly '  approach to  
him: "How much are  you charging? I mean - I ' v e  got to  know." ( p . 69) 
There are  s t i l l  a spec ts  of  the  sexual bargain  to  be sea led  between 
them; t h i s  ques t ion ,  w h i l s t  on one level  an i n s u l t ,  i s  f u r t h e r  
complicated by what we the  audience now suspec t  about S lo a n e ' s  sexual 
n a tu re .  However, a he te rosexual might well be repu lsed  by Ka th 's  
u n so p h i s t i c a te d  sexual bludgeoning. Her r e p ly ,  which a l so  expresses  
the  kind o f  compromise c en t r a l  to  the  e n t i r e  p lay : "We'll come to
some arrangement" i s  equa l ly  ambiguous; but note  t h a t  she has now 
abandoned her romantic wallowing fo r  a more c o n t r o l l e d  tone ,  
r e a l i s i n g  t h a t  she has l o s t  the  f i r s t  round.
The a r r i v a l  o f  Kemp in t roduces  severa l  new elements in to  the  
s i t u a t i o n .  Kath a t tempts  to  contro l  her f a t h e r  by verbal means, by 
t r e a t i n g  him as a c h i l d :  "You behave l i k e  a s i c k  c h i ld "  and ( to  
Sloane) "Let him shake your hand" ( p . 69) .  Ka th 's  concern t h a t  Sloane 
might be embarrassed by her f a t h e r ' s  behaviour shows only too  c l e a r l y  
t h a t  she i s  "What w i l l  the  gentleman th ink?"  And, o f  course ,  with 
Kath, we have probably the  epitome o f  the  'keep ing -up -appea rances '  
syndrome, both in the  l i t e r a l  sense:  "I d o n ' t  l e t  mysel f  go l i k e  some 
o f  them you may have noticed"  ( p . 66) and in outward behaviour .
I t  i s  a t  t h i s  po in t  t h a t  Orton in t roduces  an inanimate  o b j e c t ,  
beloved o f  f a r c e u r s ,  which i s  o f  s t r u c t u r a l  importance.  Kemp i s
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i n s t r u c t e d  to  t o a s t  crumpets, in i t s e l f  e n t i r e l y  a p p ro p r ia te  w i th in  
the  given a c t i o n .  This provides  him with a comedy weapon - the  
t o a s t i n g  fo rk  - which i s  to  play  a v i t a l  r o l e  in the  p l o t .  I t  a l so  
r e p r e s e n t s  a d e v i l ' s  weapon and the  harrowing o f  Sloane by Kemp. I t  
i s  a non-verbal symbol which Orton employs s k i l f u l l y ,  as i s  Kemp's 
s t i c k ,  symbol o f  b l indness ,  with which Kemp t h r e a t e n s  and i s  
th r e a te n e d .  There i s  a l so  the  lo c k e t  which i s  to  become the  token of  
S lo an e 's  ownership.  These o b je c t s  w i l l  be d iscussed  f u r t h e r .
The question-and-answer dia logue  between Kemp and Sloane i s  f a r  
more even-handed than the  preceding duologues with Kath and Sloane.  
Tension i s  in troduced when Sloane sugges ts  t h a t  they  have met before :
"I very r a r e l y  fo r g e t  a face"  ( p . 70) .  Kemp switches  to
u n c h a r a c t e r i s t i c a l l y  formal language to  d i s g u i s e  h i s  d i s t a s t e  f o r  
Ed's homosexuali ty:
Kemp: . . .  Then one day, s h o r t l y  a f t e r  h is  seven teen th
b i r th d ay ,  I had cause to  r e tu r n  home unexpected and 
found him committing some kind of  fe lony  in the  
bedroom.
Sloane: Is  t h a t  s t r a i g h t ?
Kemp: I could never fo rg ive  him.
Sloane: A p u r i t a n ,  are  you?
Kemp: Yes.
Sloane: That kind o f  th ing  happens o f t e n ,  I b e l i e v e .  For
mysel f ,  I u su a l ly  lock the  door.
Euphemism hides both unpleasant  words and the  deeds they  s tand 
f o r .  There i s  a h in t  o f  inso lence  in S lo an e 's  "A p u r i t a n ,  a re  you?"
but h i s  own switch to  fo rm a l i ty  sugges ts  t h a t  he i s  not y e t
s u f f i c i e n t l y  sure  o f  h im self  to  chal lenge  Kemp o u t r i g h t .  Orton 
l i g h t e n s  the  t ens ion  with an a u th o r ia l  i n t e r p o l a t i o n :  "There are  
f a s c i n a t i n g  p o s s i b i l i t i e s  in t h i s  s i t u a t i o n .  I ' d  g e t  i t  down on 
paper i f  I were you."  ( p . 72) J u s t  as Orton did in w r i t i n g  th e  p lay .
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The balance s t a r t s  to  change as soon as Kemp mentions h i s  
murdered ex-boss  with Sloane launching in to  a p o s i t i v e  barrage  of  
ques t ions  (twelve in f a c t ) .  As soon as Sloane i s  c e r t a i n  t h a t  he i s  
s a f e ,  i e  Kemp c a n ' t  be bothered to  ge t  involved with th e  p o l i c e ,  even 
though he claims to  know the  i d e n t i t y  o f  the  murderer,  Sloane re la x es  
h i s  i n t e r r o g a t i o n .  I t  must be apparen t to  the  audience t h a t  Sloane 
i s  the  murderer;  i t  a l so  exp la ins  why Kemp thought t h a t  they  had met 
be fo re .  Kemp's in s i s t e n c e  on t h i s  po in t  provokes Sloane in to  
reminding us t h a t  "Your eyes a r e n ' t  good." Orton provides  casual 
reminders o f  Kemp's f a i l i n g  eyes igh t  throughout Act 1, so t h a t  we 
s h a l l  be aware o f  h is  p rog ress ive  b l in d n ess .  S lo an e ' s  language 
becomes more v i o l e n t  as he d e l i b e r a t e l y  goads Kemp, the  climax being 
Kemp's a t t a c k  on Sloane with the  t o a s t i n g  fo rk .  Although th e  device  
i s  low comedy, the  menace and inhe ren t  v io lence  b e l i e  t h i s .
Through admin is te r ing  to  S lo an e 's  r e s u l t i n g  wound, Orton i s  able  
t o  provide  Kath with the  oppor tun i ty  to  'm other '  both o f  them and to
f u r t h e r  her own i n t e r e s t s .  Sloane c h i l d i s h l y  ove r -exagge ra te s  h is
in ju r y  and Kath t r e a t s  the  old man as i f  he were a dog, again 
reducing h i s  s ig n i f i c a n c e  p a r t i c u l a r l y  in r e l a t i o n  to  Sloane.  In 
f a c t ,  Ka th 's  a t t i t u d e ,  the  r e s u l t  o f  a de spe ra te  a tt empt  to  f in d  love 
o r  a t  l e a s t  sexual f u l f i l l m e n t  h e r s e l f ,  f u e l s  Kemp's f e e l i n g  o f  
r e j e c t i o n .  The r e s u l t  i s  to  s e t  Kemp and Sloane a g a in s t  each o th e r
because they both fee l  th rea tened  and in secu re .
Orton f i t s  a l l  t h i s  v i t a l  s t r u c t u r a l  m ate r ia l  i n to  one s h o r t ,  
h i l a r i o u s  and 'bu sy '  page,  dur ing which much i s  revea led  o f  K a th 's
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c h a r a c t e r ,  not only by what she says but by the  props with  which she 
i s  surrounded, eg broken china f i g u r e s ,  snapshots  in a Boots f o l d e r ,  
un f in i shed  k n i t t i n g .  With Kemp out o f  the  way, Kath swi tches  in to  
what must be one o f  the  most b l a t a n t l y  h y p o c r i t i c a l  a t tempts  a t  
seduc t ion  s taged o u ts id e  o f  V ic to r i a  melodrama. The wound i s  used as 
an excuse to  g e t  Sloane to  remove h i s  t r o u s e r s  and although Kath 
t r i e s  to  observe the  p r o p r i e t i e s  (Keep-up-appearances) the  dia logue  
gives  her away a t  every l i n e :  "Don't be embarrassed,  Mr Sloane.  I ' d  
the  upbr inging a nun would envy and t h a t ' s  the  t r u t h .  Until  I was 
f i f t e e n  I was more f a m i l i a r  with A fr ica  than my own body." And a 
l i t t l e  l a t e r ,  when a neighbour r in g s  the  d o o rb e l l :  "I d o n ' t  want her 
in here .  She t e l l s  everybody her bus iness .  And i f  she found me in 
t h i s  predicament sh e 'd  th in k  a l l  kinds o f  th ings"  ( p . 77) and, of  
course ,  she would be c o r r e c t  in those  assumptions! She le ads  Sloane 
on in an amateur ish ly  whorish manner: " I ' v e  got long l e g s .  Long, 
e leg a n t  l e g s .  (Kicks out her l e g ) I could give one o r  two o f  them a 
s u r p r i s e .  ( Pause) My look i s  q u i t e  d i f f e r e n t  when I 'm in p r i v a t e .  
( Leans over him) You c a n ' t  see through t h i s  d re ss  can you? I ' v e  been 
worried  f o r  f e a r  of  embarrassing you." ( p . 78) - only to  r e c o i l  
c o q u e t t i s h ly  when he makes a physical  advance.  These speeches o f  
Ka th 's  a re  almost outpourings  o f  sexual f a n ta sy ;  i n t e r s p e r s e d  with 
the  ' p r o p e r '  th in g  to  say,  the  phys ica l  s e x u a l i t y  becomes very 
obvious.
The balance of  the  d ia logue here  conveys very s k i l f u l l y  the  
games they are  both p laying: Kath manoeuvring f o r  sexual conques t
but wanting to  put up a p re tence  o f  being r e s p e c t a b l e ,  Sloane cooly
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and almost s i l e n t l y  cons ider ing  the  bes t  l i n e  o f  approach. She 
e x h i b i t s  a qua in t  tu rn  o f  phrase  "Mr Sloane - d o n ' t  be t ray  your 
t r u s t "  ( p . 79) when her ploy produces the  d e s i r ed  r e s u l t .  (Almost in 
th e  same tone as t h e  "Oh S i r  - unhand me" type o f  l i n e  beloved of  
melodrama) but immediately makes i t  c l e a r  where she wants to  go from 
here .
A genuine note  o f  caut ion  i s  in troduced through another  
r e fe re n ce  to  the  b ro th e r  who has not y e t  appeared; by now, h i n t s  of  
h i s  sexual deviance have been given by Kemp and t h e r e  i s  a sugges tion  
o f  f e a r  in Ka th 's  r e fe ren ces  to  him. Orton makes good use o f  t h i s  
kind of  cumulative d ia logue to  bu i ld  up in format ion in h i s  au d ien c e ' s  
mind. He a lso  jux taposes  d ia logue in such a way t h a t  i t  becomes 
extremely  d i f f i c u l t  f o r  an audience to  take  in a t  a consc ious  level  
a l l  o f  i t s  im p l ica t io n s :  "I must be ca re fu l  o f  you. Have me naked on 
the  f l o o r  i f  I gave you a chance. I f  my b ro th e r  was to  know . . .  
( Pause) . . .  h e ' s  such a possess ive  man. (S i l en ce .  Stands up) Would 
you l i k e  to  go to  bed?" ( p . 79) The f in a l  quest ion  could be a way of  
h a l t i n g  the  s i t u a t i o n ,  brought back to  r e a l i t y  by thoughts  o f  her 
b r o t h e r ' s  l i k e l y  r e a c t io n  to  what i s  happening, or  a d i r e c t  
i n v i t a t i o n  to  con t inue .  Sloane p a r r i e s  the  r e q u e s t :  he h a s n ' t  met
the  b ro th e r  y e t  and i t  i s  becoming obvious t h a t  Ed i s  the  power- 
f ig u r e  in the  household.  There i s  an amusing touch o f  irony  in 
Ka th 's  r eq u es t  t h a t  Kemp should av e r t  h is  eyes from the  s i g h t  o f  a 
t r o u s e r l e s s  Sloane,  al though Kath i s  p r e s en t .
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Half-way through Act 1 ( p . 80) we f i n a l l y  meet Ed, who a lso  
t r e a t s  h i s  f a t h e r  as a c h i ld :  "Go on, ge t  out o f  i t  a fo re  I kicks  you 
ou t .  Make me bad you do. With your s i l l y  c h i ld i s h  ways." ( p . 80)
Here and in the  ensuing scene with Kath, Ed's speech r e g i s t e r  i s  
s i m i l a r  to  t h a t  o f  Mike in The Ruffian on the  S t a i r  (without the  
I r i s h  i n f l e c t i o n s ) ,  sugges t ive  o f  a lower c l a s s  c r im in a l .  From the  
slow surveyal of  Kath to  the  smoking o f  a c i g a r e t t e  before  speaking,  
i t  i s  apparent t h a t  Ed i s  in c o n t r o l .  His c ro s s -q u e s t io n in g  o f  h is  
s i s t e r  i s  harsh ,  crude even:
Ed: You know what they say about l a n d la d ie s?
Kath: No, Eddie.
Ed: They say t h e y 'd  s leep  with a broom handle in t r o u s e r s ,
t h a t ' s  what they say.  (p.81)
We are  a l so  given a h in t  t h a t  Ed too has soc ia l  a s p i r a t i o n s :  
"You've got to  r e a l i z e  my p o s i t i o n .  I c a n ' t  have my s i s t e r  keeping a 
common kip .  Some of  my a s s o c i a t e s  are  men o f  d i s t i n c t i o n .  They 
th in k  nothing o f  t ip p in g  a f i v e r .  That s o r t  o f  pe rson. I f  they  
r e a l i z e d  how my family ca r ry  on I ' d  be banned from the  b e s t  p l a c e s . "  
( p . 82) But what t h i s  tough and somewhat menacing d ia logue  shows us 
i s  t h a t  Kath may be more o f  whore than we a t  f i r s t  imagine. We as 
audience are  unable to  v e r i f y  the  t r u t h  o f  what we are  h ea r ing .  The 
verbal i n s t a b i l i t y  e f f e c t e d  by the  mixture o f  c r u d i t y ,  c l i c h e ,  
pa thos ,  sharp ques t ion ing ,  fo rm a l i ty  and naive p re te n s io n  c r e a t e s  a 
s t y l e  o f  i t s  own which i s  p e c u l i a r l y  O r to n .5
I t  i s  by now apparent t h a t  Orton i s  becoming accomplished in h is  
s tage  use of  physical  behaviour to  unde r l ine  verbal behaviour ,  f o r  
example, Ed b a l l s  h is  f i s t  and punches her upper arm g e n t ly  - a 
c o n t r o l l e d  t h r e a t  here - then f l i n g s  the  t r o u s e r s  a f t e r  Kath and
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throws h i s  c i g a r e t t e  b u t t s  through the  open window. Kath marks a 
breakdown from re s p e c ta b le  j u s t i f i c a t i o n  "You c o u l d n ' t  o b j e c t  to  a 
v i s i t  t o  a graveyard? The s ig h t  o f  the  tombs would d e t e r  any 
looseness"  to  almost subnormal c h i ld i s h n e s s :  "He h a s n ' t  any mamma of  
h i s  own. I 'm to  be h i s  mamma. He's an orphan. Eddie,  he wouldn ' t  
do wrong. Please  d o n ' t  send him away", by p icking  through the  "junk 
on the  s ideboa rd" and f ind ing  a sweet which she puts  in her mouth. 
This g e s tu r e  in d i c a t e s  more than words her p o s i t i o n  in r e l a t i o n  to  Ed 
, a c h i ld  h e r s e l f ,  who t r e a t s  f a t h e r  as a c h i ld  and seeks a t r u e  
f a t h e r  f i g u r e  in her b ro th e r ,  but one i s  l e f t  wondering how of ten  
they have played t h i s  p a r t i c u l a r  game.
A ppropr ia te ly ,  i t  i s  a t  t h i s  s tage  in the  play t h a t  we g e t  our 
f i r s t  in t im a t ion  t h a t  f o r  Ed, woman i s  the  seducer and, by 
im p l i c a t io n ,  ru in a t io n  o f  young boys. The o th e r  po in t  t h a t  i s  
underscored here  i s  t h a t  not only i s  the  house surrounded by dumped 
rubb ish ,  in throwing h is  c i g a r e t t e  b u t t s  out o f  the  window, Ed i s  
a l so  a c r e a t o r  o f  rubbish ,  no b e t t e r  than the  dumpers. O r to n ' s  
a b i l i t y  to  provide informat ion about h is  c h a r a c te r s  through a 
cumulation o f  h i n t s ,  informat ion and jokes  i s  im press ive;  y e t  
p a ra d o x ica l ly  the  q u a l i t y  of t h a t  in format ion produces ambivalence 
and doubt in the  s p e c t a t o r ' s  mind.
The scene played out in Act 1 between Ed and Sloane c lo s e ly  
p a r a l l e l s  the  e a r l i e r  scenes between Kath and Sloane,  except t h a t  
t h i s  t ime the  c o u r t sh ip  r i t u a l s  are  more e l a b o r a t e .  The obvious 
homosexual re fe re n ce s  suggest  t h a t  Ed holds g r e a t e r  a t t r a c t i o n  fo r
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Sloane than does Kath, al though i t  has a l ready  been made c l e a r  t h a t  
Ed has to  be c a r e f u l l y  courted  i f  Sloane wishes to  remain in the  
household.  Ed o f f e r s  a romant ic ised  ve rs ion  o f  Ka th 's  l o s t  husband 
and c h i ld  s to r y  as a way o f  warning him o f f  Kath and o f f e r s  to  make 
Sloane a g i f t  "Within reason" .  The double im p l ica t ion  o f  buying 
Sloane o f f  as f a r  as Kath i s  concerned and buying him f o r  Ed i s  
apparen t .  Sloane v i s i b l y  r e la x es  "I was going to  sugges t  an Aston 
Martin" ( p . 85) and as soon as Ed swi tches  the  conversa t ion  to  
sp o r t in g  i n t e r e s t s ,  Sloane knows he i s  home and dry .  From t h i s  po in t  
Sloane takes  contro l  and has Ed d roo l ing .  S lo an e 's  d e c l a r a t i o n  t h a t  
"I 'm an a l l  rounder . . . "  ( p . 86) has a c e r t a i n  ambivalent t r u t h  about 
i t  but Ed br ings  him back to  the  physical  aspec t  o f  t h e i r  
conversa t ion  with a "Warning f i n g e r " . The homosexual p ro p o s i t io n  i s  
made and understood - Sloane plays  Ed's game and accepts  the  
concomitant r u l e s ,  ie  "I d o n ' t  want you messing about with my s i s t e r "  
( p . 87).
Ed's hypocrisy "I s e t  g r e a t  s t o r e  by morals" w h i l s t  making
immoral approaches to  Sloane,  leads  in to  h is  a t t a c k  on women.
Morali ty  f o r  him means leaving  women alone,  and we are  given an
example o f  h is  imaginary world,  coupled with h i s  views on th e  danger
of  tampering with women, plus an amusing p iece  of  word coinage:
" I ' v e  a c e r t a i n  amount of  in f lu en ce .  Fr iends with money.
I ' v e  two c a r s .  Judge fo r  y o u r s e l f .  I g e n e r a l ly  spend my 
hol idays  in p laces  where the  b in t s  have got r in g s  through 
t h e i r  noses .  Women are  l i k e  banks boy, breaking and 
en te r in g  i s  a se r ious  bus iness .  Give me your  word y o u ' r e  
not vag ina la t rous?"  (pp 87-88)
Charney (1984) sugges ts  t h a t  "Vaginala trous"  i s  an Orton coinage 
on analogy with ' i d o l a t r o u s ' ;  i t  i n d i c a t e s  a pe rverse  a t tachm en t ."
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"Perverse"  i s  imposing Ed's views on to  the  word, a l though the  sense 
o f  over-a t tachment  to  a f a l s e  god makes Ed's views very c l e a r .  More 
im por tan t ly ,  i t  shows t h a t  as a c h a r a c t e r ,  he i s  m enta l ly  capable  of 
bending or c o n t r o l l i n g  language f o r  h is  own purpose; th e  c h a r a c t e r  
capable  o f  manipula ting language in a l l  o f  O r ton 's  p lays  u su a l ly  has 
con tro l  over c h a r a c te r s  who d o n ' t  possess  t h i s  a b i l i t y .  This 
supports  my view t h a t  the  language-based approach to  a s tudy of  
O r ton ' s  p lays  i s  the  most useful method.
The make-believe grandeur o f  t h e i r  l i v e s  i s  c l e a r l y  expressed on 
p . 90 "I sha l l  d re s s  in a q u ie t  s u i t "  says Ed "Drive up in th e  motor 
c a r .  The Commissionaire w i l l  sp r ing  forward.  There in t h a t  mirac le  
o f  g l a s s  and concre te  my co l leagues  and me w i l l  have a q u i e t  d r ink  
before  the  bus iness  of  the  day."  This ' r e c e i v e d '  TV soap opera 
v i s io n  o f  h ig h - l i v in g  i s  hollow: Orton a p p re c ia t e s  th e  a r c h i t e c t u r a l
bleakness  conjured up by the  image of  " t h a t  m irac le  of  g l a s s  and 
co n c re te " .  There i s  no f e e l in g  f o r  s o l id  and l a s t i n g  values  in 
e i t h e r  the  second-hand language or the  views i t  exp resses .
Ed's d i s l i k e  o f  women amounts almost to  t e r r o r :  "We d o n ' t  want a 
l o t  o f  h a l f - w i t t e d  t a r t s "  and "Fr igh ten ing  everyone with t h e i r  
c lo th e s"  {p.90).  He speaks o f  women in harsh and coarse  te rms,  as we 
have seen; he a l so  pre tends  to  be hear t -b roken  a t  h i s  f a t h e r ' s  
r e fu sa l  to  speak to  him. I would sugges t  t h a t  not only i s  Ed's l i f e  
one big a c t ,  foo l ing  h imse lf  in o rder  to  cope with th e  f a c t  o f  h is  
homosexuali ty,  but t h a t  Ed's d ream - l i f e  i s  in complete c o n f l i c t  with
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Kemp's r e a l i t y ,  so t h a t  on both l e v e l s  they have noth ing to  say to  
each o th e r  and communication must i n e v i t a b ly  break down.
K ath 's  p a t h e t i c  de lus ions  follow her b r o t h e r ' s :  she c l i n g s
p i t i f u l l y  to  a v i s ion  o f  a pseudo-glamorous l i f e  ga thered  from Ed's 
f l i g h t s  o f  fancy: "He in v i t e d  me to  h is  s u i t e .  The luxury  takes  your 
b rea th  away. Money i s  no o b je c t .  A w a i t r e s s  comes with the  t e a  . . . "  
( p . 91).  Kemp's r e fu sa l  to  in te rced e  on her b eh a l f  i s  s u c c in c t ly  
expressed in s h o r t ,  sharp n eg a t iv es ,  "No", "Never" which, s ince  Kath 
can only communicate with him e i t h e r  by behaving l i k e  a c h i ld  or 
t r e a t i n g  him as one, d e fe a t s  her .  Orton weaves Kemp's need fo r  
a t t e n t i o n  with the  theme of  f a i l i n g  s i g h t :  "My eyes are  g e t t i n g  much 
worse",  pa thos:  "I 'm going to  d i e ,  Kath . . .  I 'm dying" and ba thos:  
"You've been a t  t h a t  ham h av en ' t  you? . . . "  ( p . 92).  But t h i s  sad 
l i t t l e  scene c l e a r l y  demonst rates the  emptiness of  a l l  t h e i r  l i v e s .
The f i n a l  s ec t io n  o f  Act I i s  a con t in u a t io n  o f  Ka th 's  seduction  
o f  Sloane.  Her ac t io n s  are  as unor ig inal  as the  language she uses :  
s o f t  l i g h t s ,  record  p layer  (humorously swi tching i t s e l f  o f f ) ,  
t r a n s p a r e n t  neg l igee  and aerosol f o r  spraying the  room. The 
r id i c u lo u s n e s s  o f  pre tending  to  do "a q u i e t  b i t  of  k n i t t i n g  before  I 
go to  bed" coupled with the  e f f e c t  o f  only having one need le ,  of  
" I s n ' t  t h i s  room gorgeous?" and the  heap o f  junk  she sea rches  fo r  the  
missing needle ,  compound the  gro tesque s i t u a t i o n .  The pau c i ty  o f  
both t h e i r  l i v e s  i s  c l e a r  from the  irony o f  t h e i r  conversa t ion :
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Kath: That vase over t h e re  comes from Bombay. Do you
have any i n t e r e s t  in t h a t  p a r t  o f  the  world?
Sloane: I l i k e  Dieppe, ( p . 93)6
Kath 's  speech dur ing her seduction  o f  Sloane runs through 
t h i n l y  d i sgu ised  b la tancy  "They make garments so t h in  nowadays you'd  
th in k  they  in tended to  provoke a rape" ( p . 93) ,  s u r p r i s in g  
s o p h i s t i c a t i o n  ( f o r  her) in the  use o f  the  phrase  "My lover"  ( p . 94),  
and euphemism " I t  was near  t h a t  s e a t  t h a t  my baby was thought o f" .  
I n c i d e n t a l l y ,  Orton achieves  comic e f f e c t s  here by r a i s i n g  f a l s e  
ex p ec ta t io n s .  We expect a r a t h e r  pornographic  photograph, in s tead  of  
which Kath produces a p i c t u r e  o f  a wooden s e a t  with an i r r e l e v a n t  
d e d ica t io n  o f  a ' r e s p e c t a b l e '  woman. This l a s t ,  o f  course ,  adds a 
veneer o f  borrowed r e s p e c t a b i l i t y  in Kath 's  eyes .  The a c t  ends with 
Ka th 's  making an a l l - o u t  a s s a u l t  on Sloane: the  mother f i g u r e  merges
in to  the  whore who takes  over in the  darkness preceding the  c u r t a i n .  
Orton uses the  convent ional  t h e a t r i c a l  device  here to  cover the  
u nconven t iona l i ty  o f  the  co n ten t .  A p e r f e c t  fus ion  o f  d ia logue ,  
ac t ion  and t h e a t r e  mechanics.
The second and t h i r d  ac t s  w i l l  simply play out the  s i t u a t i o n  
s e t  up in the  expos i to ry  f i r s t  a c t .  The power s t r u g g le  between Ed 
and Kath f o r  possess ion  o f  Sloane bu i ld s  up and the  i n e v i t a b l e  
d e s t r u c t i o n  o f  Kemp occurs.
Act 2 opens some months l a t e r  with Sloane shown as very much 
p a r t  o f  the  family ,  s i g n i f i e d  by h i s  wearing the  l e a t h e r  t r o u s e r s  
promised by Ed p rev ious ly ,  and Kath 's  motherly a t t i t u d e .  Here Orton 
j a r s  us in to  an awareness of  the  s t rangeness  o f  the  under ly ing
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s i t u a t i o n  with h ig h l ig h ted  language, qua in t  phras ing  and euphemism 
such as S lo an e 's  "We toured  the  n i g h t e r i e s  in the  motor" o r  Kath 's  
d isapproval o f  a n igh tc lub  hos tess  "She might be a p a r ty  g i r l " .  An 
argument over Kath 's  possess iveness  - the  word posse ss ive  i s  repeated  
four  t imes  - demonst rates  Kath 's  b a re ly  concealed j e a l o u s y .  An 
e x t r a o rd in a ry  r e t a l i a t i o n  to  S lo an e 's  contemptuous "You d i s g u s t  me 
you do. Standing th e re  without your t e e th "  i l l u s t r a t e s  only too well 
Kath 's  hopeless  p re te n t io n s  to  g e n t i l i t y :  "My t e e t h ,  s ince  you 
mentioned the  s u b je c t ,  Mr Sloane,  a re  in the  kitchen in Ste rgene .  
Usually  I al low a good soak ove rn igh t .  But what with one th in g  and 
ano ther  I f o r g o t .  Otherwise I would never be in such a s t a t e .  I 
ha te  people who are  c a r e l e s s  with t h e i r  d e n tu re s . "  ( p . 99 ) .7  The f in a l  
sen tence  has a Wildean r in g  n e a t ly  combined wi t  the  non-U "den tu res" .  
Kemp now c a r r i e s  a s t i c k ,  an important o b je c t  in the  mechanics o f  the  
p l o t ,  with which he "taps  h is  way to  the  s ideboard" and "picks  h is  
way through the  junk" ( p . 100). The c h a r a c te r  i s  however deprived of 
any sympathy we might fee l  by h is  verbal d i s p la y  o f  p r e ju d ic e s .
Kemp's b l indness  provides  the  excuse fo r  some mime involv ing  Kath and 
Sloane,  with the  l a t t e r  "touching her up" and g e t t i n g  s lapped, 
followed by baby-rocking and k i s s in g  motions from Kath. This leads  
in to  some ty p ic a l  Orton c r o s s - t a l k  ( p . 101) which a lthough an old 
dev ice ,  i s  amusing.
I t  i s  i n t e r e s t i n g  to  note t h a t  Kath twice r e f e r s  to  th e  unborn 
baby as a b ro th e r  (pp 101-2): she never th in k s  in terms o f  o th e r  
women (o th e r  than as nuisances  or  harmful) but appears  to  see h e r s e l f  
as a queen bee surrounded by dependent males.  The baby can be
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regarded as "a new l i t t l e  b ro the r"  f o r  Sloane,  Ed, Kath or  f o r  the  
dead c h i l d .
O r to n ' s  economy of  language in Kath 's  a t tempt to  persuade Sloane 
in to  marriage  i s  e f f e c t i v e  - sharp ,  speedy and amusing:
Kath: I ' v e  been to  the  R eg i s te r  O ff ice .
Sloane: What for?
Kath: To inqu i re  about the  l i c e n c e .
Sloane: Who?
Kath: You.
Sloane: Who to?
Kath: Me . . .  ( p . 102)
There i s  cons ide rab le  irony in S lo an e 's  f e a r  o f  being out o f  a 
job  when Ed f in d s  out and h i s  awareness o f  the  i r o n i c  s i t u a t i o n  i s  
acknowledged in h i s  "And a l l  th in g s  being equal I may not be l i v i n g  
here much lo n g e r ."
Kath 's  Mil ls  & Boon no t ions  about marriage have no b a s i s  in 
r e a l i t y .  Her need to  belong d r iv e s  her to  ob ta in ing  some t a n g ib l e  
token o f  her r e l a t i o n s h i p  with Sloane.  Having obta ined  her  token in 
the  shape of  h i s  l o c k e t ,  she i s  s a t i s f i e d .  But Ed i s  s t i l l  in 
con tro l  o f  the  household and th e r e  i s  a s i n i s t e r  a spec t  to  h is  
t rea tm en t  o f  Sloane,  as well as a rea l  warning in h i s  ho t-and-co ld  
t h r e a t  to  him: "You've grown bolder  s ince  we met. Bigger and bo lder .  
Don' t  ge t  too bold w i l l  you? Eh?" ( p . 105).  Ed demonst ra tes  h is  
con tro l  over both of  them q u i t e  simply by sending Sloane o f f  on a 
t r i v i a l  e r rand .
A lengthy  scene,  mainly s t ichomyth ic  in s t y l e ,  ensues with Kath 
p r o t e c t in g  Sloane and arguing f o r  him to  s t a y .  There i s  now the
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d i s t i n c t  impression t h a t  t h e i r  mutual i n t e r e s t  in young boys i s  
noth ing new and t h a t  t h i s  i s  in f a c t  a s i t u a t i o n  rep ea ted ,  as implied 
by th e  passage on p . 107:
Ed: He loves  you?
Kath: No, I d i d n ' t  say t h a t .  But he c a l l s  me mamma. I love
him because I have no l i t t l e  boy of  my own. And i f  
you send him away I sh a l l  c ry  l i k e  the  t ime you took 
my rea l  baby.
Ed: You were wicked then .
Kath: I know.
Ed: Being rude .  Ruining my l i t t l e  matie .  Teaching him
nas ty  t h in g s .  T h a t ' s  why I sen t  i t  away . . .
I t  a l so  adds to  the  sense o f  u n r e a l i t y  and u n c e r t a in t y  because 
we never a c t u a l l y  hear Sloane c a l l  Kath "mamma" so have no way of  
knowing i f  she i s  t e l l i n g  the  t r u t h .
The c en t r e  o f  t h e i r  disagreement i s  based on Ka th 's  need to
demonstrate her s e x u a l i t y  and Ed's c e r t a i n t y  t h a t  female s e x u a l i t y  i s
' n a s t y ' .  Ka th 's  "He'd have married me only h is  fo lk s  were a g a in s t  
i t "  ( p . 107) i s  e i t h e r  s e l f - d e l u s i o n ,  t r u e ,  or  a s to ry  invented fo r  
her b e n e f i t ;  i t  i s  a l i n e  t h a t  Orton w i l l  use again to  g r e a t  e f f e c t  
in The Erpingham Camp. Ed appears to  use t r u t h  to  h u r t  Kath but we 
have no way o f  v e r i fy in g  the  case:  who i s  c rue l?  who i s  ly ing?  who is  
wicked? But perhaps the  p a t h e t i c  comedic f ig u r e  cu t  by Kath e a r l i e r  
in the  play  i s  acqu i r ing  a harder  edge, a susp ic ion  o f  a r a t h e r  
unpleasant  sub-normal i ty .
An important p iece  of  informat ion - t h a t  Ed wants Kemp out of 
the  way - i s  given on p . 109 and combined with a t y p ic a l  male put-down 
o f  women "You'd have something to  cry  over i f  you got
r e s p o n s i b i l i t i e s  l i k e  me". The irony l i e s  in whether he a c t u a l l y  has
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r e s p o n s i b i l i t i e s  and t h a t  he would c e r t a i n l y  never allow Kath to  have 
any.
Yet another  duologue, s t a r t i n g  with one o f  Ed's s a r c a s t i c a l l y  
humorous i n t e r r o g a t i o n s ,  hinges on S lo an e 's  honesty:
Ed: Then why t e l l  me l i e s ?
Sloane: T h a t ' s  only your impression,  ( p . I l l )
Sloane i s  fo rced to  r e t r e a t  from h is  a ttempt to  hide behind the  
r e l a t i v i t y  o f  t r u t h ,  o r  o f  what you want to  b e l i e v e ,  and accep ts  Ed's 
te rms. In f a c t ,  each t ime Ed and Sloane barga in ,  they  re d e f in e  the  
r u l e s  o f  the  game. Sloane rega ins  some contro l  through f u r t h e r  
sexual fenc ing ,  once the  "no women" r u l e  has been accepted .  He leaves  
Ed to  make a l l  the  sexual running and then r e s o r t s  to  a l i t t l e  
blackmail in r e tu r n  fo r  sexual favours .
At t h i s  p o in t ,  Kemp's grasp o f  the  rea l  world i s  again in evidence.  
Unlike the  o th e r s ,  he d o e s n ' t  play games and h i s  a c t i o n s  move events  
forward to  a c r i t i c a l  p i t c h .  Kemp i s  driven by h i s  own d i s g u s t  and 
l o n e l in e s s  to  speak to  h is  son a t  l a s t  and Ed plays  the  r o l e  o f  the  
d e l ig h te d  son "We're to g e th e r  again" .  Kemp's purpose i s  to  accuse 
Sloane o f  beat ing  him up and o f  g e t t i n g  Kath pregnan t .  Sloane makes 
d e spe ra te  a t tempts  to  i n t e r r u p t  them, f e a r in g  f o r  h is  own s e c u r i t y .  
There i s  word-play on b l indness  " I t ' s  a b l ind"  ( p . 118) says Kemp, 
who d o e s n ' t  need eyes to  know the  t r u t h ;  "I d o n ' t  want to  hear" 
r e p l i e s  Ed, confirming the  a t t i t u d e  which he shares  with h i s  s i s t e r  
o f  only ' s e e i n g '  what he wants to  see .  At t h i s  p o in t ,  t h e r e  i s  a 
f u r t h e r  re fe ren ce  to  the  dumping o f  rubbish  o u ts id e  the  house,  making 
a p e r t i n e n t  comment on what i s  supposedly going on in s id e  the  house.
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Sloane too could be seen as human flo tsam t r y i n g  to  dump himself  on 
them. Ed 's  denia l  o f  r e a l i t y  i s  r e - in f o r c e d  in a co n f ro n ta t io n  with 
Sloane,  and the  scene played out from pp 118-123 (too long to  quote) 
i s  an extremely s k i l f u l  and comic p iece  o f  d ia logue  w r i t i n g .  I t  
moves from Ed almost p leading with Sloane to  l i e  to  him r a t h e r  than 
face  the  t r u t h ,  through s i l e n c e  to  v i t u p e r a t i o n  "What a l i t t l e  
whoreson you are  you l i t t l e  whoreson. You are  a l i t t l e  whoreson and 
no mistake" ( p . 119).  The lack  o f  vocabulary in the  r e p e t i t i o n  
sugges ts  Ed's lo s s  o f  emotional contro l  i s  r e f l e c t e d  in h is  lo s s  of 
verbal c o n t r o l .  S loane 's  defence l i e s  in the  c l i c h e s  o f  soc ia l  
w e l fa re  " I t ' s  my upbringing.  Lack o f  t r a i n i n g .  No proper pa ren ta l  
co n t ro l "  and "I 'm e a s i l y  l ed " ,  an idea put in to  h is  head a t  the  
beginning o f  the  a c t  ( p . 98) by Kath:
Kath: I have to  p r o t e c t  you, baby, because y o u ' r e  e a s i l y
led .
Sloane: I l i k e  being led .
Orton bu i ld s  up to  the  most outrageous p iece  o f  s e l f - d e c e p t io n  
on Ed's p a r t  "Your youth pleads  fo r  len iency  and, by God, I 'm going
it
to  give i t .  You're pure as the  Lamb. Purer ,  ( p . 120) B a s ic a l ly ,  Ed 
accuses ,  g e t s  a confess ion  and a promise o f  reform, and j o i n s  with 
Sloane in lay ing  the  blame fo r  h is  behaviour  on Kath. Control p ivo ts  
back to  Sloane through Ed's need f o r  him and i t  i s  Ed who leaves
Sloane to  "have a word with the  old man" - pass ing  r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  to
Sloane.  The hes i tancy  and lack  of  confidence  in Ed's e x i t  speech 
sugges t ,  with h in d s ig h t ,  t h a t  he i s  in f a c t  g iv ing  Sloane permission
to  deal with the  problem in any way he l i k e s .
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From here  to  the  end o f  the  a c t ,  Orton o f f e r s  s u r p r i s e s ,  tw i s t s  
and t u r n s ,  w h i l s t  physica l  v io lence  i s  s u b s t i t u t e d  f o r  a c t io n  through 
d ia logue ;  and Kemp's s t i c k  becomes a symbolic o b j e c t .  Sloane takes  
physica l  contro l  by s e iz in g  the  s t i c k  a t  the  o u t s e t  - t h e r e  i s  even 
word-play on Kath 's  cond i t ion  "Told him s h e ' s  up the  s t i c k  did you?" 
( p . 123).  R eco n c i l i a t io n  i s  ru led  out:  Kemp makes i t  unequivocally
c l e a r  through h is  s h o r t ,  c r y p t i c  s ta tements  "You're a c r im in a l " ,
"You murdered him" t h a t  he w i l l  make no concess ions .  Sloane decides  
t o  p lead d e p r iv a t io n  as he did  with Ed "I 'm an orphan" and as i f  to  
emphasise h i s  s i n c e r i t y  "puts  the  s t i c k  in to  Kemp's hand" with the  
words "I t r u s t  you. Pop . . . " .
He then launches in to  an ' a r i a '  not un l ike  Mike's  in The Ruffian 
on the  S t a i r  and according to  Lahr (1980 p . 192) "what Orton c a l l e d  
S lo a n e 's  'Messenger Speech ' .  " Presumably, the  notion  i s  taken from 
the  Greek t r a d i t i o n  o f  a messenger recount ing  o f f - s t a g e  v io len ce .
But i t  a l so  throws l i g h t ,  assuming we can b e l ieve  i t ,  on S lo an e 's  
previous  exper iences  and on h i s  homosexual t e n d en c ie s .  The opening 
a l so  p r o j e c t s  forward to  The Good and F a i th fu l  Servant ("Canteen 
f a c i l i t i e s .  F o r t n i g h t ' s  paid holiday  . . .  A s t a f f  dance each
y ea r  ___ " p . 124). We are  o f f e red  humour, c l i c h e ,  a touch o f  the
r i d i c u l o u s ,  lead ing  in to  an account o f  the  p ho tog raphe r ' s  dea th .  
S lo a n e ' s  ex p lana t ion ,  marked o f f  by s i l e n c e  before  and a f t e r ,  l i k e  
inv e r ted  commas framing the  whole speech and g iv ing  i t  i t s  r a t h e r  
o p e r a t i c  n a tu re ,  o f f e r s  Kemp a chance f o r  t r u c e ,  a l e t - o u t  which he 
b lu n t ly  r e f u s e s :  "Weak hea r t  my a r s e .  You murdered him."
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R ea l i ty  again r e j e c t s  f a n ta sy .  The a c t  ends in physica l  
v io len ce ;  Kemp th r e a t e n s  with h i s  s t i c k ,  which Sloane t ak es  back and 
throws a s id e .  He "s t r a i g h t e n s  Kemp's t i e " o f f e r i n g  physica l  
( th r e a te n in g )  proximity  w h i l s t  making a l a s t  a t tempt a t  persuading 
Kemp in to  s i l e n c e ;  r e s o r t s  to  t w i s t i n g  h i s  e a r  when t h i s  f a i l s  and 
th en ,  in a f i t  o f  v io lence ,  kicks  Kemp to  death behind th e  s e t t e e .  
When he f i n a l l y  r e a l i s e s  ( a f t e r  k icking him g en t ly  with the  toe  of  
h is  boot)  t h a t  Kemp i s  dead, he c a l l s  f o r  Ed. Kath appears  but 
S lo a n e 's  "Not you! I want Ed!" shows c l e a r l y  where h i s  hope of  
s a lv a t io n  l i e s .
The verbal fencing of  the  e n t i r e  a c t  f i n i s h e s  in phys ica l  
v io len ce .  In t h i s  way i t  p a r a l l e l s  the  f i r s t  ac t  whose verbal sex- 
p lay  led  to  a phys ical  sexual a s s a u l t .  This t ime, Sloane i s  the  
a t t a c k e r ,  not the  a t t a ck ed .  I t  i s  as though words f a i l ,  words become 
i n s u f f i c i e n t  to  mask the  pe rver ted  pass ions  lu rk ing  amongst the  human 
d e t r i t u s ,  al though in each case the  p r o ta g o n i s t s  r e tu r n  to  words in 
an e f f o r t  to  cover up or  excuse v io lence .  I t  i s  because d ia logue  
plays  such a c ru c ia l  r o l e  in O r ton ' s  w r i t i n g  t h a t  phys ica l  a c t io n  has 
tremendous impact when i t  occurs .
What Orton has given us i s  a r ep ea t  performance o f  S lo an e ' s  
previous  k i l l i n g ,  a glimpse of  h is  pa tho log ica l  n a tu re .  Kemp re fused  
to  j o i n  the  make-believe and th e r e f o r e  d i e d , 8 but Kemp's death 
provides  the  dramatic  reason fo r  S lo an e 's  lo s s  o f  con t ro l  over both 
Kath and Ed, and the  k i l l i n g  as dramatic  device  puts  power f i rm ly  
back in to  Ed's hands.
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The opening o f  Act 3, whose ac t ion  con t inues  d i r e c t l y  from the  
end o f  Act 2, shows the  t h r e e  o f  them behaving in what i s  by now an 
expected manner. Sloane t r i e s  to  l i e  "Some kind o f  a t t a c k " ,  Ed i s  
not foo led  "What did  you do?" ( p . 128), w h i l s t  Kath r e t r e a t s  from 
r e a l i t y  in to  p laying mother even more s tu p id ly  than u sua l .  Her 
in a p p ro p r ia t e  and outwardly i n s e n s i t i v e  behaviour are  in s t a r k  
c o n t r a s t  to  her veneer o f  s e n s i t i v i t y  and la ck  o f  r ea l  concern fo r  
Kemp. The fo llowing passage o f  d ia logue  from p . 129 encapsu la te s  
O r to n ' s  technique:
Ed: Whatever i t  was i t ' s  murder , boy. You'l l  have some
exp la in ing  to  do. ( Lights  a c i g a r e t t e .  Kath e n te r s  
with a c a rp e t  sweeper and begins to  sweep. )
Kath: I ' d  take  up a t o f f e e ,  but he only g e t s  them s tuck
round h is  t e e t h .
Ed: You're not u su a l ly  a t  a l o s s ,  su re ly?  You can conjure
up an idea or two.
Kath: Let Mr Sloane rega in  h i s  composure, Ed. Let him
c o l l e c t  h i s  thoughts .  Forget the  i n c id e n t .  (She goes
upstage ,  begins to  hum the  Indian Love C a l l . )
Sloane looks a t  Ed. Ed sm iles ,  shakes h i s  head.
Ed: That i s n ' t  p o s s ib le .  I 'm a f r a i d .
Ed's d i r e c t  approach puts  him back in c o n t r o l ,  w h i l s t  Kath i s  
being both fey and s i l l y  (supplying l a u g h te r ,  l i g h t  r e l i e f )  y e t  a l so  
serves  to  underscore  the  se r iousness  o f  S lo an e 's  p o s i t i o n ;  t h e i r
c h a r a c t e r s ,  to g e th e r  with t h e i r  unders tanding o f  S lo a n e ' s ,  a re  made
very c l e a r .  I t  i s  the  beginning of  t h e i r  f i n a l  c o l lu s io n  a g a in s t  
Sloane,  leav ing  him again as an o u t s i d e r  y e t  very dependent on t h e i r  
c h a r i t y .  The d e l i b e r a t e l y  domest icated atmosphere c re a te d  by Kath 's  
c h a t t e r  about cooking, w h i l s t  c lean ing  around them adds a su r re a l  
element to  the  a c t io n :
s  M Harvey 66
Kath: He's bad, i s n ' t  he?
Ed: A very bad boy. ( p . 131)
Ed's f i n a l  pronouncement on Kemp's death r e f l e c t s  O r to n ' s  
i n t e r e s t  in the  d e t e c t i v e  genre to  be used in Loot: "I t r i e d  the  
usual methods o f  a s c e r t a in in g ;  no h e a r tb e a t s ,  no mis t ing  on my 
c i g a r e t t e  case .  The f i n e s t  legal b ra in s  in the  country  c a n ' t  save 
you now." ( p . 131) Sloane t r i e s  to  ac t  as though nothing  had happened 
but Ed i s  r u t h l e s s  and we are  given a b r i l l i a n t  passage o f  c ross  
t a l k  f i l l e d  with f a n ta sy ,  r e a l i t y  and humour (pp 133-4) in which 
Sloane i s  f i n a l l y  forced to  play h is  trump card .
The passage i s  a l so  a c l ev e r  balance o f  sh o r t  (as l i t t l e  as one 
word) and longer  sen tences ,  the  e f f e c t  being t o  provide a n a tu ra l  
rhythm t h a t  speeds and v a r i e s  the  pace i n s t i n c t i v e l y .  Many w r i t e r s  
never achieve t h i s  f a c i l i t y  even a f t e r  years  o f  p la y w r i t in g .  The 
o th e r  f a s c i n a t i n g  aspec t  o f  the  passage (and again t y p ic a l  o f  Orton ' s  
dramatic  s t y l e )  i s  the  mixture of  ' r e a l '  language and c l ich ed  
r h e t o r i c :  "You're completely without morals ,  boy. I h a d n ' t  r e a l i z e d  
how depraved you were. You murder my f a t h e r .  Now you ask me to  help 
you evade J u s t i c e .  Is t h a t  where my l i b e r a l  p r i n c i p l e s  have brought 
me?" ( p . 134) The a r t i f i c i a l i t y  o f  the  language c o n t r ib u t e s  to  the  
au d ien ce ' s  bewilderment,  unable to  guess which way the  a c t io n  w il l  
t u r n .
Sloane f i n a l l y  makes an e x p l i c i t  o f f e r  o f  sexual favours  with a 
hand on Ed's knee which Ed, playing hard to  g e t ,  asks him to  remove. 
Again, t h i s  one small physical  ac t ion  s tands  out because the  whole of  
the  ac t ion  has been contained in the  dense d ia logue .  The homosexual
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agreement i s  s ea led ,  when we are  d i s t r a c t e d  by Kath screaming o f f ­
s ta g e ,  p r e d i c t a b l y  her r e a c t io n  to  d iscove r ing  t h a t  Kemp r e a l l y  i s  
dead - a s tage  c l i c h e  in t h i s  case .  From here  to  the  end o f  the  play 
we have a chain o f  manipulation and barga in ing  from which Sloane i s  
excluded. Ed manipulates  Kath in to  c o l l a b o r a t in g  to  save Sloane by 
sugges t ing  t h a t  "he did i t  out o f  r e s p e c t  f o r  you",  which she 
immediately i n t e r p r e t s  as "love" f o r  her .  Ed, by fo llowing t h i s  
l i n e ,  ga ins  Ka th 's  co l lu s io n  in cover ing up the  crime; but on 
d iscove r ing  t h a t  Ed and Sloane plan to  leave  her ,  she p lays  her ace 
by announcing her pregnancy. When she i s  again outmanoeuvred because 
the  men have a l ready  agreed t h a t  Sloane was seduced by Kath "She 
threw h e r s e l f  a t  me" ( p . 119),  Kath musters what d ig n i ty  she can and 
fo rmally  sugges ts  r e tu rn in g  the  l o c k e t .
K ath 's  re co g n i t io n  t h a t  Ed i s  the  source o f  her lo s s  "I d o n ' t  
b e l iev e  he 'd  take  i t  i f  you w e ren ' t  here Ed" ( p . 140) and "I see the  
t r u t h  of  the  m a t te r .  He's been a t  you. I s n ' t  t h a t  l i k e  him?" again 
g ive us t h a t  underlying  f e e l in g  t h a t  Kath and Ed have covered t h i s  
ground be fo re .  Kath and Ed argue,  a page o f  o n e - l i n e r s  t h a t  a re  f a s t  
and to  the  p o in t ,  p u t t in g  forward t h e i r  counterc la ims f o r  Sloane,  who 
s i g n i f i c a n t l y  remains s i l e n t ,  reduced to  the  leve l  of  an o b je c t  being 
haggled over throughout .  Humour a r i s e s  from t h e i r  i n - c h a r a c t e r  
a t t i t u d e s  with Kath s u r p r i s i n g l y  o f f e r i n g  h e r s e l f  as a "benign 
in f lu en c e .  A source o f  good" w h i l s t  Ed's f i n a l  sweeping o f f e r  i s  
"The world".  They allow Sloane to  choose and a t  l a s t  he speaks;  "I 'm 
going with Ed." Kath 's  immediate r e a c t io n  i s  comical in th e  Orton 
s t y l e  " I s  i t  the  co lour  of  the  c u r t a in s  in your  room?" a t  th e  same
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t ime i n d i c a t in g  a r e fu s a l  to  face  up to  a personal  r e j e c t i o n .  Ed 
launches in to  a v i c io u s ly  cruel t i r a d e  a g a in s t  her in which Sloane 
j o i n s .  There i s  a c e r t a i n  d ig n i ty  in Kath 's  r e a c t i o n :
Kath: Mr Sloane,  I be l ieved  you were a good boy. I f ind
you 've  deceived me.
Ed: You deceived y o u r s e l f .
Kath: Perhaps.  (She holds out her hand.)  Kiss my hand,
dear ,  in the  manner of  the  t h e a t r e .  (He k i s se s  her
hand.)  I sh a l l  c ry ,  ( p . 143)
She accepts  the  accusa t ion  o f  s e l f - d e c e p t io n  and Orton 
u nde r l ines  the  p la y -a c t in g  with the  t h e a t r e  l i n e ,  almost a cue fo r  
abandoning her usual r o l e .  Ed's response i s  crude and obscene: "What 
a cruel performance y o u ' r e  g iv ing .  Like an old t a r t  g r ind ing  to  her 
c limax."
The coolness  with which Kath swings in to  her next gambit i s  
s u r p r i s i n g .  She drops the  'baby '  t a l k  - in h is  confusion  i t  i s  
Sloane who now a c t u a l l y  c a l l s  her  "mamma" f o r  th e  f i r s t  t ime - and 
s t a t e s  t h a t  not only w i l l  she give  Sloane up f o r  the  murder o f  Kemp, 
but t h a t  Kemp t o ld  her o f  S loane 's  c riminal background. His b lun t  
"No's" in r e fu s in g  to  be blackmailed echo Ka th 's  in r e p ly  to  Ed's 
at tempt to  ge t  her to  keep q u i e t .  F in a l ly ,  the  choice i s  sp e l l ed  
out:
Kath: I was never s u b t l e ,  Mr S l o a n e . . .  I f  you do go with
Eddie, I ' l l  t e l l  the  p o l i c e .
Sloane: I f  I s t ay  here h e ' l l  do the  same.
Ed: I t ' s  what i s  c a l l e d  a dilemma, boy. You are  on the
horns of  i t .  ( p . 145)
Here again the  d e n s i ty  of the  d ia logue  g ives  way to  sudden 
physica l  v io lence .  Sloane,  cornered,  and a t  a lo s s  f o r  words,  r e a c t s  
in c h a r a c t e r  by s t r i k i n g  out a t  Kath. Orton b r i e f l y  breaks  the
ten s io n  by Kath 's  l i n e  "He's broke my t e e t h "  and having her crawl on
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th e  f l o o r  searching  f o r  them ( c f  Loot and note  7 ) .  Ed's r e a c t io n  
"Expensive equipment gone west now see?" ( p . 146) may seem comical but 
reminds us o f  the  "expensive equipment" mentioned e a r l i e r  in the  
s tu d io  o f  the  murdered photographer.  His r e t r e a t  in to  th e  dream­
world i l l u s i o n s  i s  a l so  a s ign o f  h i s  d e fe a t  which Sloane i s  quick to  
n o t i c e .  In de spe ra t ion  he tu rn s  to  Ed gain :
Sloane: We need ac t ion  not d i s c u s s io n .  Persuade her .  Cut her
t h r o a t ,  but persuade her!
Ed: Don't  use t h a t  tone o f  voice to  me, boy. I won 't  be
d i c t a t e d  t o .  ( Pause) Perhaps we can share  you.
( p . 146)
Even S lo an e 's  verbal s t a t e  a t  t h i s  s tage  r e f l e c t s  h i s  tendency to  
v i o l e n t  a c t i o n .
From t h i s  po in t  Sloane becomes l e s s  and l e s s  im por tan t ,  a 
p leading  v ic t im  "Don't  saddle  me with her f o r  l i f e "  - ignored in 
t h e i r  game, a toy:
Kath: He's c lo se  to  t e a r s .  I s n ' t  he sweet?
Ed: Yes, h e ' s  d e f i n i t e l y  a t t r a c t i v e  in a d v e r s i t y  . . .
( p . 147)
The language of  the  cheap novel (a l so  used in Loot) and u su a l ly  
s a id  o f  a woman, not a man, al lows Orton to  revel in the  s i m i l a r i t i e s  
o f  r e l a t i o n s h i p s  between man and woman or man and boy.
A ppropr ia te ly ,  Sloane leaves  the  s tage  a t  t h i s  p o in t ,  as he no longer  
m a t te r s  as a person. S loane 's  l i f e  i s  p a r c e l l e d  out in an arrangement 
by which they w i l l ,  as suggested by Ed, share  him, tu rn  and tu rn  
about f o r  s ix  months and Ed, as token o f  c u r r e n t  ownership takes  the  
lo c k e t ,  to  be re tu rned  with Sloane when i t  i s  Ka th 's  t u r n .
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The play ends with Ed r e v e r t i n g  to  f a t h e r l y  behaviour  towards 
Kath and h is  l a s t  words "Well i t ' s  been a p le a sa n t  morning. See you 
l a t e r "  and the  f i n a l  d i r e c t i o n s  f o r  Kath: "goes to  th e  s ideboard  and 
rummages in drawer; takes  out sweet, unwraps i t  and pu ts  i t  in to  her 
mouth. S i t s  on s e t t e e ) r e in f o r c e  the  uncomfortable f e e l i n g  t h a t  
nothing out of  the  o rd ina ry  has occurred .
All t h r e e  are  p e r p e tu a l l y  t rapped w i th in  t h e i r  s e l f - c r e a t e d  
r e l a t i o n s h i p  unless  f u r t h e r  ou ts ide  events  in te rv en e .  Sloane may be 
an amoral and v ic ious  young man but he has unw i t t ing ly  s t r o l l e d  in to  
a s i t u a t i o n  whose amora l i ty  verges on the  s u r r e a l .  He has been 
caught in a web o f  words and convoluted l o g i c ,  j u s t  as they  a re  a l l  
t rapped by t h e i r  l im i ted  view o f  the  world and i t s  almost 
W it tgens te in ian  c i rcum sc r ip t ion  by t h e i r  l im i t ed  language .9
Orton has explored in some d e t a i l  the  themes f i r s t  o f f e r e d  in 
The Ruffian on the  S t a i r , a t  the  same time en la rg ing  on h i s  own 
d i s l i k e  o f  sexual compar tmenta l i sa t ion .  The ambiguity o f  much o f  the  
language r e f l e c t s  the  sexual ambivalence of  the  c h a r a c t e r s ;  the  
u n r e a l i t y  o f  the  c h a r a c t e r s '  s e l f - c r e a t e d  r o l e s  i s  s k i l f u l l y  conveyed 
through a d i s tu r b in g  combination o f  ea r th y  and h igh ly  c o n t r o l l e d  
d ia logue .  In E n te r t a in in g  Mr Sloane , Orton shows t h a t  he has now 
acguired a fi rm grasp on t h e a t r i c a l  technigue and dramatic  d ia logue ,  
enabl ing  him to  d e p ic t  with g r e a t  humour a world o f  compromises and 
arrangements,  where nothing i s  what i t  seems and t r u t h  i s  a m a t te r  of 
personal  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n .  His next play was to  provide an o ppor tun i ty  
to  experiment with a new medium and format.
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NOTES
1 In What the  B u t le r  Saw the  whole play  w i l l  become an enactment 
o f  a t h e s i s  expounded by one o f  the  c h a r a c t e r s .
2 There are  many ana log ies  f o r  t h i s  eg P i n t e r ' s  A S l i g h t  Ache; 
a l so  in B e c k e t t ' s  Waiting fo r  Godot Pozzo goes b l ind  in Act 2 
having had the  essence of  l i f e  expla ined to  him in Act 1.
3 Lahr (1980 pp 126-7) "I w r i t e  in a c e r t a i n  way because I c a n ' t  
express  th in g s  in n a t u r a l i s t i c  te rms. In the  whole n a t u r a l i s t i c  
movement o f  the  '20s  and '30s  you c a n ' t  u l t im a te ly  have anything 
except d i s cu s s io n s  o f  Mavis 's  new h a t .  You c a n ' t  have people .  
With the  n a t u r a l i s t i c  s t y l e  I c o u ld n ' t  make any comment on the  
kind o f  policeman t h a t  T ru sc o t t  i s ,  or on the  laws o f  the  
Establ ishment . . . "  (Quoted from an in te rv iew  with Orton by Barry 
Hanson).
4 O r ig in a l ly  publi shed in Plays and Players  August 1965.
5 Pe te r  G i l l ,  making a comparison between Orton and Edward Bond, 
desc r ibed  them both as having a mixture o f  n a iv e te  and 
a rrogance .  (From my notes  taken a t  a Forum on Orton held a t  the  
National Theatre  on 17.11.1986).
6 Prof .  Charney (1984 pp 76-77) misses the  p o in t .  Bombay i s  
' e x o t i c '  but Dieppe i s  an un in ten t io n a l  put-down on S lo an e ' s  
p a r t .  The joke to  an English audience i s  t h a t  Dieppe i s  f a r  
from e x o t i c ,  and may even have had r e a l i t y  f o r  Sloane.  A humble 
voyage but sugges t ing  wider horizons than K a th 's .
7 O r to n ' s  obsession with t e e t h  looks forward to  Loot and a lso  
r e f l e c t s  back on h is  own mother (see  Lahr 1980).
8 c f .  Pentheus in E u r ip ides '  The Bacchae. Orton was s u f f i c i e n t l y
i n t e r e s t e d  in t h i s  play to  model one o f  h is  own on i t .  (The
Erpingham Camp) .
9 Probably Orton d o e s n ' t  s e t  out to  preach any morals but th e re  i s
a moral aspec t  to  the  play which i s  worth n o t ing .  I t  i s  t h a t
people whose l i v e s  are  lack ing  in any s p i r i t u a l  f u l f i l l m e n t  
c a n ' t  be expected to  behave in a co n v en t iona l ly  moral way, but 
w i l l  a c t  out a s u p e r f i c i a l  and automatic  ve rs ion  o f  human 
r e l a t i o n s h i p s  and l i f e .
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THE GOOD AND FAITHFUL SERVANT
In 1964, Joe Orton was a l ready  working on Loot but before  t h a t  
h i t  th e  h e ad l in e s .  The Good and Fa i th fu l  Servant  was w r i t t e n  fo r  
t e l e v i s i o n .  With Loot Orton seemed ready to  move on from the  themes 
of  h i s  two previous  plays  and t h i s  t e l e v i s i o n  commission provided an 
oppor tun i ty  f o r  f u r t h e r  experiment.
I t  d i f f e r s  in tone and d i r e c t i o n  cons ide rab ly  from h is  o the r
work and could be desc r ibed ,  i f  s u p e r f i c i a l l y ,  as O r to n ' s  only 
s e r io u s  p lay .  Charney (1984) comments t h a t  t h i s  i s  O r to n ' s  most 
compassionate play  and t h a t  i t  i s  the  only one o f  h i s  p lays  where 
pa thos  has an important r o l e  (pp 59, 129). He a lso  s t a t e s  t h a t  "The
mistake  o f  The Good and Fa i th fu l  Servant i s  t h a t  i t  t r i e s  to  be
t r a g i c  without f i r s t  being f a r c i c a l .  In t h i s  sense i t  v i o l a t e s  the  
canons of  the  Ortonesque, which demand a more obl ique  and occu l ted  
approach. Above a l l ,  Orton hated c an t ,  solemni ty  and s e r io u s n e s s . "
I t  seems s t range  t h a t  a p laywright may not be permit ted  to  break his  
own mould, p a r t i c u l a r l y  when he i s  s t i l l  in the  t h r o e s  of  
exper imentation  in the  course  o f  le a rn in g  h i s  t r a d e .
I have a l ready  demonstrated in E n te r t a in in g  Mr Sloane t h a t  th e re  
i s  a very se r io u s  s ide  to  Orton and in t h i s  I am in accord with 
c r i t i c s  such as G i l l i a t t ,  and with Orton h im se l f .  This i s  no t ,  
however, to  sugges t  t h a t  the  play i s  without humour.
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In The Good and Fa i th fu l  Servant Orton o f f e r s  us a b i t t e r  l i t t l e  
s a t i r e  on the  work e t h i c .  He a lso  provides  us with two q uo ta t ions  as 
in t r o d u c t io n  to  the  p r in t e d  t e x t :
"Well done, thou good and f a i t h f u l  s e r v a n t . "  Matthew 25:21.
"F a i t h , n. Rel iance,  t r u s t ,  in ;  b e l i e f  founded on a u t h o r i t y . "
Concise Oxford D ic t ionary
The f i r s t  speaks fo r  i t s e l f ,  but the  d i c t i o n a r y  d e f i n i t i o n  of 
" f a i t h "  quoted by the  p laywright i s  c ru c ia l  I would argue to  an 
unders tanding o f  the  p lay ,  e s p e c i a l l y  " b e l i e f  founded on a u th o r i t y " .  
Orton wanted to  open our eyes to  the  way the  l i v e s  o f  o rd ina ry  people 
- rep re sen ted  here  by George Buchanan - are  taken over by a u th o r i t y  
o f  one kind or  ano ther .  In t h i s  p lay ,  the  anonymous company from 
which George, the  c en t r a l  c h a r a c t e r ,  r e t i r e s  in to  i n s t a n t  ob l iv ion  
a f t e r  f i f t y  years  s e rv ice  i s  a metaphor fo r  the  w e l f a r e - s t a t e .  I t  
w i l l  take  care  o f  a l l  our needs, cure  a l l  our i l l s  and organ ize  our 
l i v e s  from c ra d le  to  g rave .?  For Orton t h i s  i s  p resen ted  as a 
t e r r i f y i n g  p i c t u r e ,  so c lose  to  the  t r u t h  as to  c o n s t i t u t e  a 
b e l i e v ab le  t h r e a t ,  which the  p l a y ' s  comic irony i n t e n s i f i e s .
The bas ic  r ea l i sm  of  t h i s  p l a y ' s  s i t u a t i o n  permits  the  r e l a t i o n  
between o rd inary  conversa t ion  and s tage  d ia logue  to  be u s e f u l ly  
examined. The supposedly r e a l i s t i c  n a tu re  o f  much s tage  d ia logue ,  
however banal,  i s  always marked out from o rd inary  conversa t ion  by the 
need to  provide  cumulative d ia logue ,  which we have a l ready  seen Orton 
using to  some e f f e c t ,  by the  need f o r  response ,  and above a l l  by the  
i n e v i t a b l e  t r i a n g u l a r i t y  o f  the  s i t u a t i o n .  There i s  always a t h i r d  
p a r ty ,  the  audience,  involved in a s tage  conve rsa t ion ,  which i s  
w r i t t e n  with t h a t  f a c t  in mind, and t h i s  w i l l  always have a
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he ightening  or  framing e f f e c t  on even the  s im p le s t  conve rsa t ions .  
There i s  more c o n t r a s t  in  t h i s  play between apparen t ly  ' o r d i n a r y '  
conversa t ion  and the  s t y l i s a t i o n  we have found in previous  p lays ;  
t h e r e  i s  a l so  a c e r t a i n  gro tesqueness  in the  very b a n a l i t y  o f  some 
d ia logue ,  as I sh a l l  show, which Orton p o in t s  up with an unusual word 
or  phrase.
Techn ica l ly ,  The Good and Fa i th fu l  Servant  has a n ine teen-scene  
format r e f l e c t i n g  i t s  t e l e v i s i o n  o r i g i n s ,  and inco rp o ra te s  devices  
such as quick moves from scene to  scene common to  t e l e v i s i o n  
p r e s e n t a t i o n .  For example. Scene 10 c o n s i s t s  o f  a few in t ro d u c to ry  
l i n e s  o u ts id e  Ray's bedroom before  moving d i r e c t l y  in to  the  room fo r  
Scene 11; a l so  t e l e v i s i o n  can a c t u a l l y  show us the  wedding 
photographs o f  Scene 18. Adaptation f o r  the  s tage  i s  not d i f f i c u l t  
and the  n ine teen  scene sequence,  in combination with i t s  soc ia l  
s a t i r e ,  has an almost Brechtian  ep ic  q u a l i t y ,  p a r t i c u l a r l y  when 
compared with the  more (outwardly) t r a d i t i o n a l  t h r e e - a c t  formula used 
in E n te r t a in in q  Mr S loane . Orton a lso  inco rpo ra te s  a p i a n i s t  and 
s ing ing  in to  two scenes with somewhat Brechtian  e f f e c t .
The o th e r  change from his  previous  work l i k e s  in the  number of 
c h a r a c te r s  used.  Orton has now worked h is  way up to  s ix  speaking 
c h a r a c t e r s ,  p lus  a c o l l e c t i o n  o f  e x t r a s .  Bearing in mind what I sa id  
a t  the  beginning o f  the  previous  chap te r  about O r to n 's  use o f  the  
small c a s t  play and the  duologue, i t  would appear t h a t  he was now 
t a c k l in g  th e  problem of  polyphonal d ia logue .  However, on a c l o s e r  
examinat ion,  we can see t h a t  eleven scenes are  in f a c t  duologues
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(sometimes with chorus o f  e x t r a s ) ,  and four  are  so lo s ,  leav ing  only 
fo u r  with any i n t e r p l a y  between th re e  or  more c h a r a c t e r s .  Before 
moving on to  examine the  way Orton has used the  e x t r a s  to  p o in t  up 
duologues,  and the  in c r e d ib l e  dramatic  impact o f  the  so lo  passages  - 
a device  we have a l ready  encountered in The Ruff ian on the  S t a i r  and 
E n te r t a in in q  Mr Sloane - I sh a l l  focus on the  c h a r a c t e r  o f  Mrs 
Vealfoy f o r  the  following reasons :  she a c t s  in regard  to  the  o th e r
c h a r a c te r s  almost as a r ingm as te r  to  a c i r c u s ,  o r  a puppeteer to  h is  
puppets .  In f a c t ,  E ss l in  (In Bigsby 1981, p . 101) complains t h a t  "the 
cen t r a l  c h a r a c te r s  are  puppets who have s t rayed  in to  t h i s  r e a l i s t i c  
world from the  mechanical universe  o f  f a r c e " .  Again, I would submit 
t h a t  i t  i s  by showing how mechanical and s o u l l e s s  the  l i v e s  of  these  
c h a r a c t e r s  have become t h a t  Orton makes h is  p o in t ;  and we have 
a l ready  d iscussed  h is  views on compar tmenta l i sa t ion ,  whether dramatic  
or  sexual in previous  c h ap te r s .  What then i s  Mrs V ea l foy 's  
func t ion?
F i r s t  and most im por tan t ly ,  she r e p re s e n t s  the  fo rce s  o f  
a u th o r i t y  and darkness .  Orton g ives  us a well-worn s tock  c h a r a c t e r  
here in 'personnel woman' - b r i g h t ,  o rg an is in g ,  th ic k - sk in n e d  and 
t o t a l l y  i n d e s t r u c t i b l e .  I t  i s  her job  to  make the  system work and 
deal with any u n t id in e s s ,  whether i t  be in the  form of  unwanted 
pregnancy, death or depress ion .  I f  w e l fa re  says you w i l l  be happy, 
then you w i l l  be, on the  su r face  a t  l e a s t .  I f  you d i e ,  then you 
d o n ' t  d i s t u r b  anyone e l s e ' s  sing-song ( the  machine won ' t  s t o p ) .  Mrs 
Vealfoy pours f o r th  a stream of  b r i t t l e ,  c h a t t e r i n g  c l i c h e s ,  l i s t e n s  
t o  nobody (not even Debbie, in s p i t e  o f  her supposed sympathy),  and.
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i r o n i c a l l y  i n t e r r u p t s  a p e r f e c t l y  good conversa t ion  between two 
lone ly  old  men in order  to  ge t  them to  t a l k  to  each o the r !  Outward 
compassion masks inward i n s e n s i t i v i t y  to  the  needs o f  in d iv id u a l s .
The important  po in t  i s  t h a t  Mrs Vealfoy b e l iev es  a b so lu t e ly  in 
h e r s e l f ,  in her i n f a l l i b i l i t y :  she may swerve o c ca s io n a l ly  but
s h e ' l l  never stumble or  d epar t  f a r  from her pre-dete rmined course 
through l i f e .  Orton wants us to  laugh a t  her and a t  the  same time be 
appa l led  by her .
Orton makes i t  very apparent t h a t  Mrs V ea l foy 's  soc ia l  leve l  i s  
r a t h e r  h igher  than t h a t  of  the  r e s t  o f  the  c h a r a c t e r s ,  as can be seen 
by comparing the  s p e e c h - r e g i s t e r s  used. Scene 2 o f f e r s  a good 
example o f  her s t a t u s  and of  her own view of  i t .  She i s  in the
p h y s ic a l ly  dominant p o s i t io n  o f  being sea ted  behind a desk and of
having the  choice  o f  o f f e r in g  or not  o f f e r i n g  a s e a t  to  Buchanan:
Mrs V: May we be completely informal and c a l l  you "George"?
Buchanan: By a l l  means.
Mrs V: Good, good. ( Laughs) My name i s  Mrs Vealfoy. I
expect you know t h a t ,  d o n ' t  you?
Buchanan: I ' v e  seen you a t  func t ions  organized by the  f i rm.
You're u su a l ly  in the  d i s t a n c e .  I ' v e  never  been c lo se  
be fore ,  (pp 156-7)
Her use o f  her t i t l e / s t a t u s ,  Mrs, cont inues  to  keep George a t  a 
d i s t a n c e ,  as does the  borrowed a u t h o r i t y  o f  o rg a n i s a t i o n a l  j a rgon ,  
such as "Have you in your possess ion  any o b je c t  belonging to  the  
firm?" or  "You're not f r e e  to  d ivulge  any in format ion about the  
f i r m . . . " .  There i s  a touch o f  the  'Ortonesque '  in :  "And the  pension 
paid  to  you by the  fi rm fo r  the  lo s s  o f  your  arm plus  the  cash was 
l e g a l l y  binding.  We are  in no way re sp o n s ib le  f o r  your  o th e r
s  M Harvey 77
l i m b s . . . "  ( p . 158), and a note  o f  Orwellian c h i l l  in th e  f i n a l  l i n e s  
o f  the  scene which sum up the  'message'  o f  the  e n t i r e  p lay :
Buchanan: I t ' s  a personal m a t te r .  My p r i v a t e  l i f e  i s
involved.
Mrs Vealfoy: Should your p r i v a t e  l i f e  be involved,  we sha l l  be
the  f i r s t  to  inform you o f  the  f a c t .  ( p . 159).
The b as ic s  o f  the  p lo t  are  as fo l lows:  Buchanan i s  r e t i r i n g
from the  fi rm t h a t  has employed him f o r  the  p a s t  f i f t y  y e a r s .  He 
encounte rs  Edith with whom he had a sexual l i a i s o n  f i f t y  years  
p rev ious ly  and d i s co v e rs ,  in a r ecogn i t ion  scene with a d i r e c t  l i n e  
back to  Greek New Comedy, t h a t  twins  were the  r e s u l t . % Both twins 
were k i l l e d  in I t a l y  during the  war but th e r e  i s  a su rv iv ing  
grandson, f a th e red  by one of  them. Buchanan r e t i r e s ,  moves in with 
Edi th ,  watches the  grandson re p e a t  h i s t o r y  with a t y p i s t ,  and d i e s .
Whilst  the  opening scene i s  a parody o f  the  r e - u n i t e d  hero and 
hero ine  theme who, a t  l a s t ,  l i v e  happily  ever a f t e r ,  the  r e s t  o f  the  
play  provokes cons ide rab le  pa thos .  The d i f f e r e n c e  i s ,  o f  course ,  not 
only t h a t  the  play s t a r t s  r a t h e r  than ends with the  happy reun ion ,  
but t h a t  th e  p ro ta g o n i s t s  are  o f  pensionable  age. The va s tn e ss  o f
the  o rg a n is a t i o n  exp la ins  why they have never met before  ( they  always
en tered  by d i f f e r e n t  ga te s )  and Orton i n j e c t s  irony in to  the  account 
o f  the  acc iden ta l  poisoning of  the  tw ins .  We a lso  l e a r n  of  
Buchanan's views on m ora l i ty  "Promiscuity  always leads  to  unwanted 
c h i ld re n ,  I shou ld 've  known" ( p . 155) and h is  somewhat misplaced sense 
o f  ' c o r r e c t n e s s '  "I h e s i t a t e d  long enough t o  l e t  her know I was a 
gentleman . . . "  ( p . 154).
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E d i t h ' s  a t t i t u d e  to  l i f e  i s  s t o i c a l  and res igned  to  "Life  in 
g e n e r a l .  I s n ' t  t h a t  enough"? ( p . 156) and some o f  th e  underly ing 
greyness  o f  her l i f e  i s  conveyed in the  fo llowing exchange:
Buchanan: Is  our grandson a l iv e ?
Edith:  Yes. I look a f t e r  him. When h e ' s  s e t t l e d  I sha l l
d i e .
Buchanan: What of?
Edith:  Does i t  mat te r?  ( p . 156)
However, an o p t i m i s t i c  note  i s  provided through the  grandson and the  
p o s s i b i l i t y  o f  a new fu tu r e  t o g e th e r .
E s s l i n ' s  sugges tion  (In Bigsby 1981 p . 100) t h a t  "We are  l e f t  to  
b e l iev e  t h a t  in the  f i f t y  years  between h i s  one amorous encounte r . . .  
and h is  r e t i r e m e n t  l i t e r a l l y  nothing happened to  Buchanan" i s ,  in my 
opin ion ,  ex ac t ly  the  po in t  Orton wishes to  make and shows how 
t r i v i a l ,  empty and p o in t l e s s  such l i v e s  can be.  I f  we had been asked 
to  be l iev e  the  oppos i te ,  then the  play would have no p o in t  a t  a l l  to  
make.
The t h i r d  scene,  in which Buchanan re c e iv e s  h i s  r e t i r e m e n t  
p re sen ts  from Mrs Vealfoy in the  works canteen ,  i s  an e x c e l l e n t  
example o f  O r ton 's  use o f  ' o r d i n a r y '  language. The p a t t e r n  o f  the  
scene i s  speech by a u th o r i t y  (Mrs Vealfoy),  response  by Buchanan, 
winding-up ( b r i e f )  by Mrs Vealfoy. As f a r  as she i s  concerned, th e re  
i s  no need fo r  exaggerated or heightened language; her c h a r a c t e r ,  as
e s t a b l i s h e d  in Scene 2, enables  her mere presence to  heighten
anything in which she i s  involved.  A background o f  e x t r a s  applaud 
her speeches sycop h an t ica l ly ,  al though i r o n i c a l l y ,  t h e i r  cheers  a t  
the  end o f  Buchanan's speech o f  thanks sugges t  an eagerness  to  g e t  to
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lunch,  r a t h e r  than a p p re c ia t io n .  By t h i s  dev ice ,  Orton e f f e c t i v e l y  
emphasises h i s  i s o l a t i o n .  The h e a r t l e s s n e s s  o f  Mrs V ea l foy 's  f in a l  
words "Make sure  you hand in your uniform. A f te r  lunch y o u ' r e  f r e e .  
We've no f u r t h e r  need o f  you." ( p . 161) mark him out as expendable and 
the  s tage  d i r e c t i o n s  accen tua te  Buchanan's exclus ion  from and 
u se fu lness  to  s o c i e ty :  "No one speaks to  him, o r  i s  aware o f  h is  
p resence .  The queue moves forward ." Life moves on.
Although the  dia logue  i s  composed e n t i r e l y  of  the  a l l - t o o -  
fami l i a r  p l a t i t u d e s  common to  p re s e n ta t io n  speeches,  f o r  once th e re  
i s  no Ortonesque heightening  or s t y l i s a t i o n .  I would sugges t  t h a t  
O r to n 's  exper ience  t o ld  him t h a t  l i f e  i t s e l f  i s ,  in th e se  
c i rcumstances ,  a c l i c h e ,  a bad joke ,  and t h a t  i t  was unnecessary to  
embroider i t .  Even the  b a n a l i t y  o f  the  g i f t s  - an e l e c t r i c  c lock  and 
an e l e c t r i c  t o a s t e r  - a re  c l i c h e s  and, w h i l s t  we may laugh, i t  i s  the  
la u g h te r  o f  r e co g n i t io n  and i d e n t i f i c a t i o n  r a t h e r  than t h a t  o f  a joke 
a t  Buchanan's expense.  I contend t h a t  t h e re  i s  cons ide rab le  pathos  
in t h i s  scene,  i f  not  ac tua l  sympathy f o r  the  c h a r a c t e r .
At d i f f e r e n t  po in t s  in the  p lay ,  the  two younger c h a r a c t e r s ,  Ray 
and Debbie, are  each inte rv iewed by Mrs Vealfoy and t h e r e  are  in the  
dia logue  some i n t e r e s t i n g  comparisons to  be made. In each case ,  Ray 
and Debbie s u f f e r  the  d isadvantage o f  being on her t e r r i t o r y  ( i e  in 
her o f f i c e )  and separa ted  p h y s ic a l ly  from her by the  b a r r i e r  o f  the  
desk.  There are  echoes o f  Kath in Debbie, p a r t i c u l a r l y  in her d e s i r e  
to  confirm and to  keep up appearances,  but whereas Ka th 's  behaviour .
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d isg u ised  by ro le -p l a y in g  i s ,  in f a c t ,  very d i s t u r b i n g ,  Debbie has no
d e s i r e  whatsoever to  d e v ia te :
Mrs Vealfoy: Would they o b je c t  to  your having a baby?
Debbie: Mum would d i e .  She c o u l d n ' t  put i t  in th e  paper ,
see .  She 'd fee l  sh e 'd  been cheated ( p . 163)
There i s  Ortonesque humour here  in the  rea l  reasons o f f e re d  f o r
m othe r ' s  o b j e c t io n s :  the  d e s i r e  to  show o f f  to  the  world a t  l a r g e ,
r a t h e r  than any p r ide  in having a g randch i ld .
I t  i s  t o  be noted t h a t  Debbie uses a p e c u l i a r l y  s e l f - c o n ta in e d
speech which g e n e r a l ly  speaking makes her sound r a t h e r  emot ion less .
I say emot ion less ,  even though t h i s  c o n f l i c t s  with th e  s tage
d i r e c t i o n s  f o r  t e a r s ,  l i p - t r e m b l in g  and nose-blowing, because the se
a c t io n s  in themselves are  s tock  g e s tu r e s  f o r  conveying upset
behaviour.  For example:
"I went to  the  h osp i ta l  and sa id  I was marr ied .  I had to  
make up many o f  the  d e t a i l s .  I r e g r e t  having to  dece ive 
the  Health Serv ice  in t h i s  way, but I d a r e n ' t  go to  our 
d oc to r .  My s e c r e t  wouldn ' t  be sa fe  f o r  a second with him.
We're on the  te lephone a t  home, you see .  And the  doc to r  
i s  always r in g in g  us up a t  inconvenient hours,  and coming 
round . . .  so I went to  the  Out P a t i e n t s .  (She b u r s t s  in to  
t e a r s . ) "  ( p . 162)
In t h i s  we a lso  n o t ice  the  Ionesco - l ike  humour o f  the  re v e r sa l  
between the  behaviour o f  doc tor  and p a t i e n t ,  and th e  sugges t ion  of 
p r id e  in "We're on the  te lephone  . . . " .  Debbie 's  w i l l in g n e s s  to  
conform l i e s  in her automatic use o f  ' r e c e i v e d '  language,  sugges ting  
no mind o f  her own. In the  following plays  t h i s  adoption by Orton of  
unor ig ina l  s logan-speech fo r  var ious  c h a r a c te r s  w i l l  be developed.
Mrs Vealfoy, on the  o the r  hand, i s  su cc in c t  and to  th e  po in t  
"This i s  a shocking s t a t e  o f  a f f a i r s .  Do you know the  young man's
s  M Harvey 81
name?" ( p . 163).  I t  i s  Debbie, in the  p o s i t i o n  o f  confess ing  and
needing he lp ,  who must express  her  dependence by more wordy
ex p lan a t io n s .  The l i n e s  a t  the  end o f  the  scene ( p . 164) a lso
emphasise the  ' b i g  b r o th e r '  na tu re  o f  the  f irm again:
Mrs Vealfoy: Here i s  a plan o f  the  f i r m ' s  n u r s e r i e s .  You may
wish to  book a p lace  f o r  the  c h i ld  now. I can do 
i t  f o r  you.
Debbie: But I 'm not marr ied .
Mrs Vealfoy: You w i l l  be, my dear .  Leave every th ing  to  me.
In Ray's case  (scene 15) he adopts a monosyllabic but ob l ig ing
approach which puts  Mrs Vealfoy on the  de fens ive  somewhat. His
verbal s tance  was p red ic ted  (on p . 168) when Ray was express ing  h is
a t t i t u d e  to  work: "Only they i n s i s t e d  t h a t  I c u r t a i l  my freedom of
speech. These fi rms make some impossible  demands." The p laywright
now shows us t h i s  e f f e c t  ' i n  a c t i o n '  as i t  were on a personal level
between Ray and Mrs Vealfoy. The l a t t e r ,  al though not a c t u a l l y
lo s in g  c o n t r o l ,  has her p o s i t io n  undermined cons ide rab ly  by Ray's
unwil l ingness  to  open up v e rb a l ly ,  ob l ig ing  her to  keep t a l k i n g  a t
leng th  in o rder  not to  lo se  c o n ta c t .  He e v en tu a l ly  fo rce s  her in to  a
panegyric  on married love,  the  second p a r t  o f  which runs as fo l lows:
"I always l i k e  the  end achieved to  co inc ide  with 
e s t a b l i s h e d  p r a c t i c e ,  though the  means to  the  end may 
vary with custom. ( Pause) You see ,  Raymond, I th in k  what 
you have done j s  wrong. Not f o r  any r e l i g i o u s  reason 
( I 'm an agnos t ic  mysel f ) ,  but simply because love-making 
should be kept fo r  one 's  marriage p a r tn e r  a lone .  Outs ide 
marriage the  ac t  may seem the  same, but I have my doubts 
as to  whether anyone de r ives  any rea l  and l a s t i n g  s a t i s ­
f a c t io n  from i t .  There i s  no f i n e r  s i g h t  than two married 
people making l o v e . " ( p . 182)
This i s  a f t e r  a l l  a s t ro n g ly  expressed ve rs ion  o f  sen t im ents  
s t i l l  adhered to  by many people .  The o f t -q u o ted  l i n e  "There i s  no 
f i n e r  s i g h t  . . . "  i s  not only extremely funny in the  images i t  
co n ju re s ,  but follows l o g i c a l l y  from what has gone before  and enables
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Mrs Vealfoy to  sweep on to  her conclus ion ,  ca r ry ing  Ray with  her .  
Dramat ica l ly  the  r id i c u lo u s n e s s  a t tached  to  the  s i g h t  o f  the  physical  
a c t  thus  c a l l e d  in to  mind, breaks th e  tens ion  a t  e x a c t ly  th e  r i g h t  
p o in t .
Ray's f i n a l  "Yes" sugges ts  t h a t  he has been trapped  in to  
submission but t h a t  perhaps h is  l i t t l e  r e b e l l i o n  a g a in s t  the  system 
was th e  r e s u l t  o f  an impoverished mind, r a t h e r  than an o r ig i n a l  
s p i r i t .  In e f f e c t ,  Ray does not have the  command o f  language 
necessary  to  cou n te rac t  Mrs | / e a l f o y ' s  reason ing .  What has happened 
in t h i s  scene and i s  even mojre a larming, i s  t h a t  she speaks h is  
c l i c h e s  o f  conformity fo r  him, whereas Debbie a t  l e a s t  spoke her own, 
but Ray i s ,  in the  end, dominated by a more f l u e n t  l i n g u i s t  than 
h im se l f .  He g ives  in ,  de fea ted  by a hollow language.
I sh a l l  now look a t  some scenes t h a t  i l l u s t r a t e  th e  f u t i l i t y  of  
Buchanan's l i f e  and h is  d i s i n t e g r a t i o n  as a person , in conjunct ion  
with the  solo  scenes.  These scenes,  e s p e c i a l l y  the  two mimed ones (5 
and 17) comment on and ac t  as t e r r i f y i n g  metaphors f o r  th e  apparent 
wor th lessness  o f  h is  whole l i f e .  Scene 5 c o n s i s t s  e n t i r e l y  o f  
' b u s i n e s s '  and i s  expla ined in s tage  d i r e c t i o n s .  I sh a l l  quote them 
in f u l l  s ince  they speak fo r  themselves:
"The f i r m ' s  c lo th in g  s t o r e .
A cu r ta in ed  c u b ic le ,  ou ts ide  the  c u b ic l e ,  a t a i l o r ' s  dummy 
dressed  in the  t r o u s e r s ,  s h i r t ,  t i e ,  shoes and ha t belonging to  
Buchanan's uniform.
A man in a brown overa l l  takes  the  uniform coat  which Buchanan 
hands through the  the  c u r t a i n s .  He puts  i t  on the  dummy.
Wheels i t  slowly away. Buchanan e n te r s  from behind the  
c u r t a i n s ,  dressed in h is  own c lo th e s .  He appears s m a l le r ,  
shrunken and i n s i g n i f i c a n t .
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He watches the  man in the  brown o v e ra l l  pu l l  a dus t  shee t  over
the  t a i l o r ' s  dummy.
Buchanan s h u f f l e s  from the  s t o r e .
Buchanan lo se s  both co rpo ra te  and personal i d e n t i t y  once the  
o rg a n i s a t i o n  has no f u r t h e r  use f o r  him. Pa radox ica l ly ,  even though 
th e  v as tness  o f  the  fi rm tu rned  in d iv id u a l s  in to  f a c e l e s s  
n o n e n t i t i e s ,  y e t  to  the  i n d iv id u a l ,  h is  p lace  in the  h ie ra rchy  proves 
h i s  very e x i s t e n c e .
There i s  nothing o r ig in a l  in the  po r t r aya l  o f  the  old adage 
"Clothes maketh man" d ra m a t i c a l ly ,  y e t  i t s  inc lu s io n  a t  t h i s  po in t  in 
a play  where words are  important and from an author  who depends on 
the  use and value of  words, i s  s t a r k l y  e f f e c t i v e  in i t s  s i l e n c e . 3 
Immediately a f t e r  t h i s ,  Orton p re sen ts  ac tua l  physical  d i s i n t e g r a t i o n  
with a r e fe re n ce  to  Buchanan's f a l s e  arm. He does t h i s  in a humorous 
way, with a t y p ic a l  Ortonesque remark from Edith which serves  to  
break the  se r io u s  mood ( p . 165):
Edith:  Your arms! Where has the  e x t r a  one come from?
Buchanan: I t ' s  f a l s e .
Edi th:  Thank God fo r  t h a t .  I l i k e  to  know where I s tand  in
r e l a t i o n  to  the  number of  limbs a man has.
S im i la r ly  in Scene 9, the  physical  decay has increased  when to  the
a r t i f i c i a l  arm are  added a p a i r  o f  g la s s e s  and a h e a r in g -a id .
Buchanan's moral a t t i t u d e s  are  shown to  us in c o n t r a s t  with 
Ray 's ,  al though when i t  comes to  f a th e r in g  i l l e g i t i m a t e  c h i ld r e n ,  
they  share  the  same f a u l t .  Edith sugges t  ( p . 165) t h a t :  " I t  w i l l  be a 
shock to  him to  le a rn  t h a t  the  o ld e r  genera t ion  behaved in such a 
d i sg ra ce fu l  way" but Buchanan wishes to  make amends " I t ' s  never too 
l a t e  fo r  marriage" ( p . 166). Orton makes nonsense s t r a i g h t  away o f  a
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pass ion  f o r  t r a d i t i o n a l  behaviour through E d i t h ' s  i n t r o d u c t io n  of  
Ray: "This i s  Ray. He always makes a noise  when he e n t e r s .  I t ' s  a 
t r a d i t i o n  with him." Orton goes on to  inco rpo ra te  a n ice  t r u t h  in 
Ray's r e a c t io n  to  h is  g ra n d p a re n t ' s  r e v e l a t i o n s :  "Well,
unders tandably  I 'm shocked by your r e v e l a t i o n s .  The c o u n t r y ' s  moral 
va lues  f a r  from changing, seem to  remain u n n a tu ra l ly  c o n s t a n t . "  - 
w h i l s t  Edith i s  allowed a ph i losoph ica l  r e p ly  t h a t  r e f l e c t s  O r ton 's  
own thoughts  about t r u t h :  " Ju s t  where to  s top when t e l l i n g  the  t r u t h  
has always been a problem." ( p . 167)4 The rea l  d i f f e r e n c e  between Ray 
and Buchanan i s  unequivocally  s t a t e d  in th e  fo llowing sh o r t  exchange 
( p . 167):
Ray: I d o n ' t  work.
Buchanan: Not work!? What do you do then?
Ray: I enjoy myself .
Buchanan: T h a t ' s  a t e r r i b l e  th ing  to  do. I 'm bowled over by
t h i s ,  I can t e l l  you. I t ' s  my tu rn  to  be shocked now. 
You ought to  have a s teady job .
Late r in the  play ( p . 172), Buchanan makes i t  very c l e a r  t h a t  
work i s  more impor tant than God, when he t e l l s  Ray t h a t  something i s  
missing from h is  l i f e :
Ray: Is i t  God?
Buchanan (pause,  s u sp ic io u s ) :  Who t o l d  you about Him?
Ray: I read a b i t  in the  paper once.
Buchanan: I t ' s  a deep s u b je c t ,  but in my own mind I 'm c e r t a i n
God has nothing to  do with you. I t ' s  work you want.
The im p l ica t ion  i s  t h a t  Ray i s  vaguely aware o f  a s p i r i t u a l  element
to  l i f e  - Buchanan d o e s n ' t  even have t h a t  c o n so la t io n .
At the  c lo se  o f  scene 6, Buchanan plugs in the  t o a s t e r  to  which
he has been a t t a ch in g  a plug throughout the  scene: i t  explodes .  This
s ig n a l s  another  physical  d e t e r i o r a t i o n :  he begins to  shake,  s n i f f s
and then ,  dismayed by h is  f a i l u r e  to  succeed in a simple t a s k .
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"hunches h i s  shou lders ;  coughs a l i t t l e ." Once again ,  Orton provides  
c lo s in g  l i n e s  t h a t  say every th ing  ( p . 168):
Ray: Where did you ge t  t h i s  load o f  old rubbish?
Edith:  Shhh! I t  was presen ted  to  Mr Buchanan by h i s  f i rm.
As a reward fo r  f i f t y  y e a r s '  s e r v i c e .
In t h i s  case ,  the  t r i v i a l  t o a s t e r  takes  on the  metaphor a sc r ibed  to  
the  house in E n te r t a in in g  Mr S loane , only here f i f t y  y ea r s  o f  an 
ind iv idua l  l i f e  i s  very c r u e l l y  equated with a p a r t i c u l a r l y  u se le s s  
a pp l iance ,  f i t  only fo r  the  rubbish  heap.
Throughout the  play  Orton i s  r e l e n t l e s s  in c h a r t in g  the  
degrada t ion  o f  Buchanan - "A useful and c o n s t r u c t i v e  l i f e  such as
I ' v e  led  and - (He begins to  cough. Edith pa ts  h is  back) .  Oh,
C h r i s t !  My l u n g s ' l l  be on the  rug in a minute ."  ( p . 175) - the  
j u x t a p o s i t i o n  o f  the  l i n e s  po in t s  the  i rony .  But he i s  a l so  capable  
o f  hypocrisy  (as on p . 177) "That i s  an a c t  o f  indecency I w i l l  not 
t o l e r a t e "  on d iscover ing  t h a t  Debbie i s  pregnant.  Ray's reasonab le  
answer: "But you did  the  same" and Buchanan's r e p ly :  "I had every 
excuse.  Conditions  were bad. You want f o r  nothing today" i s  a 
f a m i l i a r  example o f  dea l ings  between d i f f e r e n t  g e n e r a t io n s ,  po in t ing  
up another  aspec t  of  the  p l a y ' s  soc ia l  co n ten t .
Soon a f t e r  t h i s ,  l i k e  some kind of  d iv in e  r e t r i b u t i o n ,  we 
d iscove r  t h a t  the  c lock goes backwards and g ives  people e l e c t r i c  
shocks.  E d i th ' s  comment i s  to  the  p o in t :  "They seem more l i k e  murder 
weapons than g i f t s  from a g r a te fu l  employer." ( p . 177) The g i f t s  play 
t h e i r  p a r t  in helping him on h i s  way to  the  grave a t  two l e v e l s  then,  
and are  about as v a l id  as Buchanan's va lues ,  which we have a l ready
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seen Ray q ues t ion ing .  But both have been trapped  by sex ,  the  means 
by which they  become enslaved to  th e  system. Edith sums a l l  t h i s  up 
f o r  Mrs Vealfoy as fo llows: "Our grandson has misbehaved h imse lf .
The c lock  and the  t o a s t e r  have proved a d isappoin tment .  And to  cap 
i t  a l l  h e ' s  o ld .  So what with one th ing  and another  h i s  a t t i t u d e  is  
o f  d e s p a i r . "  ( p . 179). Orton has combined t r i t e  philosophy, a s p i r i t  
o f  freedom (Ray) and inanimate o b je c t s  to  d e sc r ib e  Buchanan's l im i ted  
hor izon .
The four  f i n a l  scenes of  the  play  move the  d i s i n t e g r a t i o n  and 
hum il ia t ion  forward inexorably .  Scene 16 i s  a m asterp iece  in i t s  own 
r i g h t ,  a s e t  p iece ,  combining p lo t  and black humour, in both ac t ion  
and d ia logue ;  i t  a l so  has some extremely moving d ia logue .  An 
enormous c o n t r a s t  between what i s  s a id  and what we observe,  in the  
b e s t  Orton manner, provides  the  dramatic  ten s io n  in a scene s e t  in 
the  f i r m ' s  r e c r e a t io n  c e n t r e .  I t  i s  o r c h e s t r a t e d  and conducted by 
Mrs Vealfoy and i s  a meeting of  "The Happy Hours Club" whose only 
q u a l i f i c a t i o n s  f o r  membership are  to  be "o ld ,  lon e ly  and ex-members 
o f  the  f i rm ."
The core  o f  the  scene i s  t h a t  Buchanan a t te n d s  and t h a t  no-one 
remembers him - even Mrs Vealfoy has doubts .  She i s  de te rminedly  
pushy and f a l s e l y  b r ig h t  throughout ,  i n t e r r u p t i n g  a p e r f e c t l y  good 
conversa t ion  when Buchanan does f ind  someone to  t a l k  t o :  "What are  
you saying? Is i t  i n t e r e s t i n g ?  Can I hear? Are you t a l k i n g  over 
o ld  t imes as I t o ld  you?" ( p . 187) Through her i n s i s t e n c e  on t a l k i n g  
over "old t imes" Orton ru l e s  out any chance o f  a f u tu r e  f o r  them; and
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a l i t t l e  l a t e r  "You see ,  I ' l l  draw you ou t .  You d o n ' t  t a l k  enough" 
th e  i rony being t h a t  she dominates a l l  conversa t ion .
During the  scene we d iscove r  t h a t  f o r  Buchanan "The h igh-spo t  o f  
my own c a r e e r  came when my photo appeared in the  magazine",  some 
small claim to  immorta l i ty .  And a g a in ,a  humorous t w i s t  to  words t h a t  
shows how e a s i l y  g re a t  events  can be t r i v i a l i z e d :  "Who are  the se  
people who have no r e s p e c t  fo r  the  dead o f  two world wars? I'm 
b i t t e r  about i t ,  I am. We fought f o r  the  Memorial. Men d ied fo r  
i t . "  ( p . 186) Orton s l y l y  makes the  symbol more important than what 
i t  s tands  f o r .  By the  end o f  the  scene,  Buchanan c a n ' t  even be sure  
o f  h is  own e x is t en ce  and I quote in f u l l  a passage from pp 188-9 
which, in i t s  s im p l i c i t y  o f  language, i s  extremely  moving:
Old Man: Is your name Hyams?
Buchanan: No.
Old Man: I s n ' t  i t ?  ( Pause) Surely  y o u ' r e  Georgie Hyams?
Buchanan: No, t h a t ' s  never been my name. My name i s  Buchanan.
Old Man (g e t t i n g  up from h is  s e a t ):  I 'm a f r a i d  I d o n ' t  know you
then .
Buchanan: But - (Shocked) you sa id  you d id .
Old Man (moving towards the  group around Mrs Vealfoy):  I made a
mis take.  I thought you were an old mate o f  mine. His 
name was Hyams.
Buchanan: (catch ing  hold o f  the  Old Man's s l e e v e ): You d o n ' t  
know me then?
Old Man: No.
Buchanan: But I worked here .  I was on the  main en t ran ce .  Are 
you sure  you d o n ' t  remember me?
Old Man: I 'm so r ry .  (He shrugs Buchanan o f f  and moves . . . )
Buchanan: Nobody knows me. They've never seen me be fo re .
I t s  con tex t  i s  enclosed by Mrs V ea l foy 's  determined o rg a n i s a t i o n  
of  j o l l i t i e s ,  e s p e c i a l l y  her command t h a t  they are  going to  s ing "a l l  
the  songs with 'Happy' in them," frames i t  and in c re a se s  i t s  impact. 
The scene opened with "weary, a p a th e t i c  v o ic e s " s ing ing  "We'll a l l  go 
r id i n g  on a rainbow to  a new land f a r  away." Some o f  th e  people are
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b l in d ,  d i s ab led  o r  simple-minded; a woman d ie s  and i s  c a r r i e d  away by 
s t r e t c h e r  bea re r s  with hard ly  a comment. At th e  end o f  th e  scene we 
are  l e f t  with a v i s io n  o f  "o ld ,  t i r e d  and depressed f a c e s ",  Buchanan 
in t h e i r  m ids t ,  being led  in a chorus o f  "I want to  be Happy" by Mrs 
Vealfoy. There i s  no room f o r  depress ion  or  emotion in the  smooth 
running o f  the  o rg a n is a t io n a l  machine, y e t  the  audience should be 
l e f t  with very s t rong  emotional r e a c t io n s  to  the  scene.
The mime scene t h a t  fo llows i s  a lo g ica l  conclus ion  to  what has 
gone before  and i s  expressed in t h r e e  l i n e s  o f  s tage  d i r e c t i o n s :  
E d i th ' s  l i v i n g  room.
Buchanan s tands  beside  the  t a b l e .  On the  t a b l e  th e  c lock  and 
the  t o a s t e r .  He l i f t s  a hammer and smashes them to  p ie ce s .
(p. 190)
I t  seems the  only p o s s ib le  r e a c t io n  to  the  p o in t l e s s n e s s  o f  h i s  whole 
l i f e .  Now i t  i s  over and he smashes i t s  w or th less  and mocking 
symbols.
The following scene i s  a monologue f o r  Edith during which 
Buchanan d i e s .  In her u su a l ly  incurab ly  o p t i m i s t i c  manner, Edith 
takes  Debbie 's  and Ray's wedding photos in to  Buchanan's bedroom. She 
pauses only to  n o t ic e  "Why y o u ' r e  cry ing"  and hugs and k i s s e s  him, so 
t h a t  a t  l e a s t  some a f f e c t io n  i s  shown him, and while  she c h a t t e r s  on 
about holidays  and the  f i r m ' s  dance, Buchanan q u i e t l y  l i e s  back and 
d i e s .  In a sense,  Ray and Debbie and t h e i r  baby o f f e r  renewal and 
b i r t h  a t  a t ime o f  death  but the  irony l i e s  in the  f a c t  t h a t  they are  
a lso  hostages  to  the  o rg an is a t io n  and t h a t  t h e i r  l i v e s  w i l l  probably 
fo llow the  same f u t i l e  p a t t e r n  as h i s .
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What we do see to  coun te rpo in t  t h i s  gloom i s  E d i t h ' s  e te rn a l  
optimism in the  face  o f  every th ing  "And I s h a l l  smile a l o t ,  more 
than usua l ,  because we have so much to  the  thankful fo r"  ( p . 191).
(In f a c t ,  i t  i s  t h i s  moment t h a t  Orton chooses,  with heavy i rony , fo r  
Buchanan to  d i e . )  She sees  good coming out o f  harm in Ray's reform 
as a r e s u l t  o f  marrying Debbie too .  The scene c lo se s  with the  
t h e a t r i c a l  device  of  reading a newspaper c l ip p in g  announcing 
Buchanan's dea th ,  and in p a r t i c u l a r  the  u t t e r a n c e  o f  l i f e ' s  l a s t  
c l i c h e ,  "Sadly missed".
The f i n a l  sh o r t  scene takes  p lace  a g a in s t  a background o f  dance- 
band p laying and j o l l i f i c a t i o n .  I t  i s  a solo  fo r  Mrs Vealfoy ag a in s t  
a background of  e x t r a s ,  in which she o rganizes  the  dancers  in a t r u l y  
awful fa sh ion .  She i n t e r r u p t s  h e r s e l f  to  announce Buchanan's death :  
"Before we ca r ry  on with our fun I have to  announce a sad dea th .  
George Buchanan passed away l a s t  week. His wife wishes me to  express  
thanks to  a l l  in the  fi rm who sen t  b e au t i fu l  f l o r a l  t r i b u t e s  in her 
sad bereavement." ( p . 192) There i s  irony in t h a t  people who d i d n ' t  
remember him in l i f e  remembered him in dea th ;  f u r t h e r  i rony in the  
f l o r a l  t r i b u t e s ,  when immediately before  we were t o l d  "No flowers  by 
r e q u e s t . "  Even the  f a m i ly ' s  p r iv a t e  wishes are  o v e r - ru led  by the  
f i rm .  The scene ends with everybody s ing ing  and dancing to  "On the  
sunny s ide  o f  the  s t r e e t " .
Orton has used cons iderab le  s k i l l  in w r i t i n g  what i s  a sharp 
even savage c r i t i c i s m  o f  the  poor q u a l i t y  o f  many l i v e s  and the  
p e t t i n e s s  t h a t  passes  f o r  happiness .  The whole o f  l i f e  - and i t s
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end less  r e p e t i t i o n  - i s  seen as a c l i c h e  and, a l though t h e r e  are  the  
usual Orton jokes  and th e  occasional patch o f  quick c r o s s - t a l k  (eg 
between Ray and Buchanan p . 176),  touches  o f  f a r c e  and v isua l  humour, 
as when Ray hides  Debbie under h is  bed, the  d e s t r u c t i o n  o f  the  
Buchanans o f  t h i s  world by the  Vealfoys i s  the  s t rong  message o f  a 
world which Orton denounces with fo rce  and d i r e c t n e s s .  The most 
f r i g h t e n i n g  aspec t  o f  the  play  i s  the  b e l i e f  and t r u s t  o f  the  
c h a r a c t e r s  in the  e f f i c i e n c y  o f  the  company to  cure  a l l  i l l s ,  to
o rgan ise  l i f e  from c ra d le  to  grave .
The Good and Fa i th fu l  Servant gave Orton a chance to  demonstrate 
t h a t  he could use h is  s k i l l  with d ia logue  to  convey a s e r io u s
commentary on working-c lass  l i f e .  This savage soc ia l  consc ience
would appear again ,  al though in h i s  next p lay .  Loot, I s h a l l  show 
t h a t  O r to n 's  r e tu r n  to  the  t h e a t r e  demonst rates  t h a t  h i s  mastery 
over both d ia logue  and t h e a t r i c a l  technique seemed complete.
NOTES
1 Large i n d u s t r i a l  companies in modern Japan expect to  look a f t e r
t h e i r  employees from b i r t h  to  dea th ,  supplying housing, medical 
care  and f u n e r a l s .  (TV programme on Japan 13 Jan 1987).
2 See a lso  What the  B ut le r  saw f o r  another  example o f  th e  missing
c h i l d r e n / r e c o g n i t i o n  scene o f  e a r ly  Greek/Roman comedy.
3 The obverse of  t h i s  i s  the  scene in B re c h t ' s  Li fe  o f  G a l i leo
where Barber in i  (Urban VIII )  becomes Pope before  our eyes as he 
i s  d ressed  in h is  robes and r e g a l i a .  Charney a l so  no tes  t h i s  
comparison on p . 61 of  h is  book (1984).
4 For O r ton ' s  views on t r u t h  see Head to  Toe (1971) p . 69. The
dominant concept i s  summed up in the  following passage: "Truth 
i s  r e l a t i v e ,  and always behind i t  s tands  some i n t e r e s t ,  
f u r t h e r i n g  i t s  own ends."
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LOOT
O rto n ' s  second f u l l - l e n g t h  p lay ,  t h i s  t ime in two a c t s ,  was 
f i r s t  w r i t t e n  in the  second h a l f  o f  1964 but went through many r e ­
w r i t e s  and a l t e r a t i o n s  to  f i t  the  demands of  a c t o r s ,  d i r e c t o r s  and 
the  Lord Chamberlain between then and 1966 before  reach ing  the  f in a l  
form used here  (LAHR 1980, 1986 D ia r i e s ) .
This t ime Orton has a c a s t  o f  s ix ,  f i v e  major c h a r a c t e r s  and one 
minor r o l e ;  and t h i s  t ime, al though o f  course t h e re  are  duologues,  
Orton meshes h is  c h a r a c te r s  c o n t in u a l ly ,  g iv ing  us f a r  more i n t e r ­
play  between th re e  o r  more c h a r a c t e r s .  What i s  becoming apparent in 
O r to n ' s  work, however, i s  t h a t  every c h a r a c te r  i s  d i r e c t l y  r e l a t e d  to  
the  p l o t  s t r u c t u r e  - t h e re  are  r a r e l y  make-weights or  e x t r a s  f o r  the  
sake o f  i t .  I t  i s  p a r t  of  h is  technique t h a t  every word, a c t io n  or 
c h a r a c t e r  has to  earn i t s  p lace ,  as i s  to  be expected in the  w e l l -  
made play which he s t r i v e s  to  c r e a t e .
With Loot, Orton seems in f u l l  contro l  o f  what was, a f t e r  a l l ,  
an u n t r i e d ,  un t ra ined  w r i t in g  t a l e n t ,  al though we have a l ready  noted 
( in  The Ruffian on the  S t a i r ) h is  s t rong  n a tu ra l  i n s t i n c t  f o r  the  
handling of  p lo t  and d ia logue .  N e i ther  should we f o r g e t  t h a t  h is  
drama t r a i n i n g  a t  RADA would have provided a useful i n s i g h t  in to  
play-making. In f a c t ,  th e re  i s  so much s k i l l  and in v en t io n ,  to g e th e r  
with the  Orton trade-marks  we have come to  recognise  and expect bound 
in to  the  p lay ,  t h a t  s e l e c t in g  p e r t i n e n t  examples i s ,  in i t s e l f ,  a 
demanding t a s k .
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F i r s t  o f  a l l ,  l e t  us look a t  the  t i t l e ,  always worthwhile in 
O r to n ' s  work. As with The Ruffian on the  S t a i r , Orton found i t  
d i f f i c u l t  t o  decide  on an a pp rop r ia te  t i t l e , !  and i t  was Kenneth 
H al l iw el l  who came up with Loot which, as John Lahr sugges ts  (1980 
p . 225) "had a wh if f  o f  a t h i r t i e s  whodunit which was apt  f o r  the  p lo t  
but not f o r  the  l a c e r a t i n g  moral s p i r i t  or the  humour." The 
p a r t i c u l a r  play  t h a t  leaps  to  mind i s  Ben T rave rs '  Plunder and 
Hal l iwel l  must su re ly  have had t h i s  in mind.2»3 O r ton 's  own comments 
on f a r c e ,  with re fe re n ce  to  comparison between the  work o f  Ben 
Travers  and h imse lf ,  are  worth quoting a t  leng th  from an in te rv iew  
with Simon T r u s s le r  (1966). F i r s t  o f  a l l ,  on the  bas ic  requirements  
o f  f a r c e ;
"Complete se r iousness  o f  t r e a tm en t  by the  a c t o r s .  An 
emphasis on a c t io n :  th e re  are  few memorable l i n e s  in
Feydeau or  Travers .  And a sense o f  p e r s i s t e n t  danger - 
t h e r e ' s  no po in t  to  f a rc e  unless  somehow the  a c t io n  i s  
r e l a t e d  to  the  probable  consequences o f  ac t ion  in rea l  
l i f e .  A l o t  of  fa rc e s  today are  s t i l l  based on the  p r e ­
conceptions  of  h a l f  a century  ago, p a r t i c u l a r l y  th e  p r e ­
conceptions  about sex.  But we must now accept  t h a t ,  f o r  
in s t a n ce ,  people ^  have sexual r e l a t i o n s  ou ts id e  marr iage: 
a t h i r t i e s  f a rc e  i s  s t i l l  accep tab le  because i t  i s  d i s tan ced  
by i t s  pe r iod ,  but a modern fa rc e  which merely nurses  the  
o ld ,  outworn assumptions i s  cushioning people a g a in s t  
r e a l i t y .  And t h i s ,  o f  course ,  i s  j u s t  what the  commercial 
t h e a t r e  u su a l ly  does.  In theo ry ,  th e r e  i s  no s u b je c t  which 
could not be t r e a t e d  f a r c i c a l l y . . . "
Complete se r iousness  o f  t rea tm en t  by the  a c to r  i s  a s in e  qua non 
of  success fu l  f a r c e .  Unfor tunate ly ,  Pe te r  Wood's 1965 production  of 
Loot la tch ed  on to  the  spoof Res to ra t ion  aspec ts  o f  the  p lay  and 
f a i l e d  (LAHR 1980 p . 241).  In f a c t ,  Orton l i f t s  a joke  from 
Wycherley's  The Country Wife, modernising the  con ten t  but us ing the  
rhythms to  good e f f e c t ,  as i s  po in ted out by eg Lahr (1980 p . 239) and
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Mayne (1985, p .x x v i ) .  The r e - w r i t e s  and l a t e r  product ions  put r i g h t  
the  f a u l t s  o f  Wood's p roduct ion .  And, o f  course ,  Orton i s  r i g h t  too 
about the  importance o f  ac t ion  to  f a r c e .  We have seen how, in h is  
previous  p lay s ,  ac t ion  e i t h e r  p lays  a very s u b s id ia ry  r o l e  to  
d ia logue ,  or  i s  h ig h l ig h ted  to  make a p a r t i c u l a r l y  s t r i k i n g  p o in t .
In Loot, he achieves  a s y n th e s i s  o f  po l ished  Ortonesque dia logue  with 
t r a d i t i o n a l  f a r c e  a c t i o n .  There i s  a p a r a l l e l  too a t  a d i f f e r e n t  
level  with the  s y n th es i s  of  c l i c h e  language and c l i c h e  f a r c e  ac t ion :  
i n t e g r a t i o n  between words and ac t ion  i s  complete in t h i s  p lay ,  as I 
hope to  demonst ra te .
This would be a good po in t  a t  which to  s t r e s s  t h a t ,  al though 
O r to n ' s  play are  o f ten  descr ibed  as f a r c e s  and c e r t a i n l y  employ fa rce  
techn iques  recogn isab le  from many examples o f  the  genre ,  from Plautus  
to  'W h i t e h a l l ' ,  I do not cons ide r  any of  them to  be pure f a r c e  in 
form. Charney (1984) inven ts  h is  own term f o r  Loot in "Quotidian 
fa rc e"  which "has i t s  ro o ts  in pop c u l tu re "  and i s  desc r ibed  as a 
paradoxical  approach to  t r a d i t i o n a l  f a r c e .  I d o n ' t  t h in k  t h a t  
inven t ing  a new sub-genre helps m a t t e r s .  My con ten t ion  i s  t h a t  Orton 
used f a r c e ,  j u s t  as he used o th e r  forms, to  s u i t  h i s  own ends.  His 
mind absorbed p l o t s ,  s t y l e s  and genres and simply re -p rocessed  
whatever combination he requ i red  to  s u i t  the  c h a r a c t e r s  and 
s i t u a t i o n s  he was c u r r e n t ly  c r e a t i n g .  To abide and work s o l e l y  by 
the  r u l e s  was t o t a l l y  a l i e n  to  O r ton ' s  n a tu re .
Orton deplored too the  h a b i t  o f  c a te g o r iz in g  p lay s ,  p a r t i c u l a r l y  
in r e s p e c t  o f  f a r c e  which he f e l t  had outgrown i t s  t r a d i t i o n a l
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boundar ies :  "My f e e l i n g  i s  t h a t  th e  d ra m a t i s t  must have the  r i g h t  to  
change formal gear  a t  any t ime. T h e re ' s  supposed to  be a hea l thy  
shock, f o r  in s ta n ce ,  a t  those  moments in Loot when an audience 
suddenly s tops  laughing.  So i f  Loot i s  played as no more than 
f a r c i c a l ,  i t  won ' t  work." (TRUSSLER 1966). So t h a t  w h i l s t  Loot 
(and, as we sh a l l  see .  What the  B u t le r  Saw) owes much to  what we have 
come to  unders tand by f a r c e , 4 i t  should not be judged s o l e l y  
according to  those  c r i t e r i a .
However, we f in d  in Loot the  beginnings o f  what I sugges t  was to  
prove a problem with What the  B u t le r  Saw. Orton o f f e r s  us ,  as 
p rev io u s ly ,  l i n e s  t h a t  are  f u l l  o f  verbal jo k e s ,  a l l u s i o n s ,  puns, 
s t y l i s e d  ' s e t '  speeches ,  s u f f i c i e n t  to  s top us in our t r a c k s .  In 
t r a d i t i o n a l  f a rc e  c h a r ac te r s  r a r e l y  make i n t e n t i o n a l l y  w i t t y  jokes  - 
r a t h e r  are  they funny u n in t e n t io n a l ly  o r  in d i r e c t  r e l a t i o n  to  what 
they are  doing. Farce depends on s w i f t  and fu r io u s  a c t i o n ,  a 
r i d i c u l o u s  u n r e a l i t y  brought about by t h a t  "sense o f  p e r s i s t e n t  
danger" t h a t  Orton r e f e r s  to  above. The d i f f i c u l t y  l i e s  in speed of 
thought :  an audience only sees and hears  s tage  events  once and needs 
to  be very quick to  take  in both ac t ion  and d ia logue .  I t h in k  Orton 
succeeds,  j u s t ,  in Loot in con ta in ing  the  problem through h is  
management o f  c h a r a c t e r  and a lso  h is  deployment o f  the  d e t e c t i v e  
genre .  N ever the less ,  we are  bombarded with verbal and v isua l  
in format ion .
The d e t e c t iv e  s to r y ,  t h a t  "Great popula r in s tan ce  o f  working 
backwards from e f f e c t  to  cause" in which th e  read e r  becomes deeply
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involved as a kind o f  co -au thor ,  was invented by Poe, according to  
McLuhan (1962).  We have a l ready  noted t h a t  Crossley (1977) da te s  the  
concept o f  the  d e t e c t i v e  s to ry  f a r  e a r l i e r . 5  The e s s e n t i a l  po in t  i s  
the  f a m i l i a r i t y  and p o p u la r i ty  of  the  genre ,  e s p e c i a l l y  with B r i t i s h  
audiences .  Once the  format i s  e s t a b l i s h e d ,  then the  audience wil l  
expect and l i s t e n  f o r  c lu e s ,  as well as watching f o r  them.
Orton s e t s  up e a r ly  in the  play H a l ' s  shady background:
Fay: . . .  The p r i e s t  a t  St  K i ld a ' s  has asked me to  speak to
you. He's very worr ied.  He says you spend your time 
th ie v in g  from s l o t  machines and deflowering the  
daughters  of  b e t t e r  men than y o u r s e l f .  Is  t h i s  a 
f a c t?
Hal: Yes.
Fay: And even the  sex you were born in to  i s n ' t  s a f e  from
your marauding. Father Mac i s  popula r f o r  the  
remission of  s i n s ,  as you know. But c l e a r in g  up a f t e r  
you i s  a f u l l - t i m e  job .  He simply cannot be in the  
confess iona l  tw enty-four  hours a day . . . ( p . 199-200)
He quick ly  follows t h i s  with news o f  a bank robbery "Next door to  the
under taker s .  They burrowed through.  F i l l e d  over twenty c o f f i n s  with
rubble"  ( p . 102). Having a l ready to ld  us t h a t  H a l ' s  mate Dennis works
f o r  an under taker ,  i t  comes as no g r e a t  s u r p r i s e  to  d i s co v e r  t h a t  the
lads  a re ,  in f a c t ,  the  bank robbers  d e s c r i b e d .& The a r r i v a l  of
T ru sco t t  ( p . 212) supposedly d isgu ised  but behaving l i k e  a s te r eo ty p e
of  every f i c t i t i o u s  d e t e c t iv e  t h a t  ever was, c l in ch es  the  m a t te r .
Even the  l i n k  between a c t s  1 and 2 i s  o f  a w e l l - t r i e d  n a tu re .
T ru sc o t t  d i scove rs  the  g la s s  eye,  examines i t  through h is  magnifying
g l a s s ,  g ives  an exclamation of ho rro r  and s u r p r i s e ,  then - c u r t a i n .
Suspense before  the  break, with a f a m i l i a r  t a b le au  which reanimates
and continues  a f t e r  the  i n t e r v a l ,  to  keep the  ac t ion  cont inuous and
the  d e t e c t i v e  theme dominating.
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In O r to n ' s  work, the  audience w i l l  f in d  t h a t  the  f a m i l i a r  
o u t l i n e s  con ta in  s t a r t l i n g l y  un fam i l ia r  events  and behaviour .  In the  
same way t h a t  the  s u p e r f i c i a l  s e t t i n g  f o r  the  play  - an o rd ina ry  
suburban house in mourning - con ta ins  f a r  from ord ina ry  people .  The 
appearance o f  the  c o f f in  mounted on t r e s t l e s  w i th in  the  room, which 
we see as soon as the  c u r t a i n  r i s e s ,  provides  a macabre v isua l  
paradigm f o r  the  behaviour o f  the  people w i th in  the  house. Fay 's  
opening l i n e s  again re a s su re  us t h a t  a l l  i s  as i t  should be; "Wake 
up. Stop dreaming. The cars  w i l l  be here  soon. I ' v e  bought you a 
flower" ( p . 195) but wi th in  a page o f  t e x t  we know t h a t  she i s  both 
l i t e r a l l y  and f i g u r a t i v e l y  h e l l - b e n t  on s tepping  in to  th e  deceased 
Mrs McLeavy's shoes.
The r e l i g i o u s  aspec t  of  the  c h a r a c te r s  admit ted ly  o f f e r s  a 
chance f o r  some Orton jokes  a t  the  c a t h o l i c  ch u rch 's  expense ( the  
quo ta t ion  about Hal above p . 95 i s  one of  many examples).  However, 
t h e re  i s  nothing malic ious  in them and they d o n ' t  r e p r e s e n t  an a t t a c k  
on the  c a t h o l i c  church as such. I f  I quote (again)  from T r u s s l e r ' s  
in te rv iew  (1966),  we have O r ton 's  own words on the  s u b je c t  (which 
a lso  c l e a r s  up the  mat te r  o f  h is  views on the  handling o f  the  
corps^:
I have g r e a t  reverence fo r  dea th ,  but no p a r t i c u l a r  
f e e l i n g  f o r  the  l i t t l e  dus t  o f  a corpse.  And th e  family 
i s  s t ro n g ly  Roman Catholic  f o r  the  t r a d i t i o n a l  f a r c i c a l  
reason t h a t  they must be r e s p e c ta b le  and b e l i e v a b le  - and 
th e r e  are  no equ iva len t  outward t rapp ings  in a P r o t e s t a n t  
household to  e s t a b l i s h  an a i r  of  r e l i g i o u s  r e s p e c t a b i l i t y . "
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There i s  nothing in e i t h e r  Lahr 's  biography or  O r to n 's  publi shed 
d i a r i e s  to  c o n t r a d i c t  t h i s  s t a t em en t .?
The s t r u c t u r e  o f  Loot i s  conta ined wi th in  two b as ic  and c le v e r ly  
interwoven p l o t s :
1 The bank robbery
2 Fay 's  m u l t ip l e  husband-murders.
T ru sc o t t  comes in search o f  Fay and a c c id e n ta l l y  stumbles across  
the  bank robbery; h i s  presence in the  house t r i g g e r s  o f f  problems fo r  
Hal and Dennis,  lead ing  to  the  f a r c i c a l  bus iness  o f  t h e i r  a t tempts  to  
d ispose  of  both money and corpse,  and r e s u l t s  in the  h i l a r i o u s  y e t  
macabre combination o f  the  two p l o t s .  There i s  a su b -p lo t  involv ing 
Dennis ' s  a f f a i r  with and subsequent b e t ro th a l  to  Fay which, in a 
gro tesque  way, provides  the  audience with the  'happy ending '  o f  the  
conventional t h e a t r e  p iece .
The c h a r a c te r s  o f  f a rc e  are  t h e o r e t i c a l l y  beyond our concern - 
we do not f e a r  fo r  them - and we laugh a t  them r a t h e r  than with them. 
They are  o f ten  f i g u r e s  o f  r i d i c u l e .  We laugh a t  the  c h a r a c t e r s  in 
Loot c e r t a i n l y ,  as Orton intended t h a t  we should,  and, with the  
p o s s ib le  exception of  McLeavy, we d o n ' t  f e a r  f o r  them. On the  o th e r  
hand, th e r e  are  po in ts  o f  con tac t  which perhaps come too c lo se  fo r  
comfort .  For in s tance  the  device o f  d e t e c t i v e  i n v e s t i g a t i o n  always 
adds t h a t  touch o f  suspense which involves the  audience in both a 
guess ing game and the  question  of  whether or not the  v i l l a i n ( s )  wi l l  
' g e t  away with i t ' .
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O rto n ' s  c h a r a c te r s  in Loot f a l l  in to  convenien t ly  nea t  groups.  
There a re  two p a i r s  of  v i l l a i n s :  one incompetent and, in s p i t e  of
th e  macabre bus iness ,  s u r p r i s i n g l y  human (Hal and Dennis);  the  o the r  
almost e v i l ,  with a c leve rness  t h a t  i s  both f r i g h t e n i n g  and 
f a s c i n a t i n g  (Fay and T r u s c o t t ) ;  then McLeavy - the  buffoon, the  
innocent v ic t im ;  and f i n a l l y ,  a ' b i t '  p a r t  - Meadows, the  f l a t - f o o t e d  
p o l i c e  c o n s tab le .
Meadows' func t ion  i s  to  remove a r r e s t e d  persons (a t e ch n ica l  
device  e s s e n t i a l  to  a l l  'w hodun i ts ' )  and he speaks in the  kind of  
p o l i c e  ja rgon we expect from t h i s  kind o f  c h a r a c t e r :  "The man became
o f f e n s iv e ,  s i r .  He made a number o f  de roga tory  remarks about the  
fo rce  in general  and y o u r s e l f  in p a r t i c u l a r .  I c a l l e d  f o r  
a s s i s t a n c e " ,  ( p . 273) Orton mischievously  allows Meadows one 
d e l i g h t f u l  moment o f  dumb-show on Fay 's  a r r e s t  when, c a r r i e d  away by 
the  fond f a re w e l l s  o f  Hal and Dennis, "Meadows approaches Fay with 
th e  handcuffs .  She holds out her hands. Meadows h e s i t a t e s ,  bends 
s w i f t l y  and k i s se s  Fay's  hand". He i s  brought back to  r e a l i t y  
sharp ly  by T r u sc o t t .  As well as provid ing a n ice  v isua l  joke ,  i t  
al lows Meadows to  be t h e a t r i c a l  f o r  a moment and unde r l ines  too the  
f a t a l  a l l u r e  which Fay wields  fo r  men of  a l l  ages and ty p es .
McLeavy's r o l e  i s  t h a t  o f  the  t r a d i t i o n a l  f a r c e  c h a r a c t e r ,  the  
bewildered innocent blundering about in a web o f  i n t r i g u e  t h a t  he 
r e a l l y  cannot comprehend. Orton sup p l ie s  him with a denseness t h a t  
o f f e r s  l i t t l e  t h r e a t  even to  the  more s tu p id  o f  the  v i l l a i n s ,  
p a r t i c u l a r l y  when coupled with a pa te rna l  i n s t i n c t  to  p r o t e c t  Hal.
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McLeavy f o r f e i t s  our sympathy by h i s  easy acquiescence in Fay 's  
m ar i ta l  ambit ions and through a s e r i e s  o f  personal  obsess ions  o f  the  
kind t r a d i t i o n a l l y  a s so c ia te d  with f a r c e ,  and mainta ined with a 
frequency t h a t  becomes r i d i c u l o u s .  He i s  never  a c o n t r o l l e r  or 
manipula tor  but n e i t h e r  i s  he a t o t a l l y  pass ive  v ic t im  l i k e  Buchanan 
in The Good and Fa i th fu l  S e rv a n t . His a c t i o n s  are  necessary  to  the  
p l o t s  and to  the  d iscovery  o f  the  p l o t s .
On the  s u r f a ce ,  McLeavy i s  p resen ted  as the  conven t iona l ,  
r e s p e c ta b le  house-holder ,  lead ing  an ordered l i f e ,  hemmed in by b l ind  
a l l e g ia n c e  to  any kind of  a u t h o r i t y ,  and with a pass ion f o r  r o s e s .  
According to  Hal, h i s  only comment on Mrs McLeavy's death was: "He 
s a id  he was glad  sh e 'd  died a t  the  r i g h t  season fo r  roses  . . . "
( p . 199); H a l ' s  r e a c t io n  to  t h i s  i s :  " I f  she 'd  played her cards  r i g h t ,  
my mother cou ld 've  c i t e d  the  Rose Grower's Annual as co-respondent" ,  
a sharp but amusing comment on h is  f a t h e r ' s  r u l i n g  pass ion .
The key to  McLeavy's c h a r a c te r  l i e s  e s p e c i a l l y  in h i s  avowal to  
T ru sco t t  ( p . 123) "I wouldn ' t  wish to  p lace  myself  o u t s id e  th e  law." 
His views o f  the  p o l ice  are  again t h a t  o f  the  ' h o n e s t '  c i t i z e n  and 
are  expressed f o r  example, in an exchange with Hal:
McLeavy: . . .  I ' d  l i k e  to  see them given wider powers. They ' re
hamstrung by red t ap e .  They ' re  a f in e  body o f  men. 
Doing t h e i r  job under impossible  co n d i t io n s .
Hal: The p o l ice  are  a l o t  o f  i d l e  buffoons.  Dad. As you
well know.
McLeavy: I f  you ever  possess t h e i r  kindness ,  cou r te sy  and
devotion to  duty.  I ' l l  l i f t  my ha t to  you. ( p . 206)
In f a c t ,  he s t e a d f a s t l y  ignores such warnings,  i r o n i c a l l y  given 
by both Hal and Fay ( p . 216: "We must watch t h a t  he d o e s n ' t  abuse h is
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t r u s t .  He showed no c r e d e n t i a l s . " ) ,  who know only too well what they 
are  t a l k i n g  about.
Orton c l e v e r ly  g ives  to  McLeavy t h a t  f a s c i n a t i o n  with  the
h o r ro rs  o f  l i f e  which seems to  take  hold o f  many otherwise
r e s p e c ta b le  people.  His r e c o n s t r u c t io n  o f  the  repo r ted  bank robbery
i s  a good example o f  t h i s :
"What a t e r r i b l e  th ing  to  contemplate .  The young men, 
th ink ing  only of  the  money, burrowing from the  under takers  
to  the  bank. The smell o f  co r rup t ion  and the  ins t ruments  
o f  death behind them, the  r i c h e s  before  them. They'd do 
anything fo r  money. They'd r i s k  damnation in t h i s  world 
and the  next fo r  i t . "  ( p . 205)
H a l ' s  comment l a t e r  when McLeavy determines to  open up the  c o f f in
provides  a su cc in c t  comment on a f a m i l i a r  phenomenon: "He's going to
be shocked. See him prepar ing  f o r  i t .  His genera t ion  takes  a
d e l i g h t  in being outraged" ( p . 262).
Never the less ,  Orton allows McLeavy some r e b e l l i o n  in a speech
t h a t  seems a l i t t l e  out o f  c h a r a c te r  but perhaps accep tab le  in view
o f  the  incomprehensible t an g le  o f  even ts :
"I know we 're  l i v i n g  in a country  whose r e s p e c t  f o r  the  
law i s  p ro v e rb ia l :  who'd give power o f  a r r e s t  to  the  
t r a f f i c  l i g h t s  i f  th re e  women m a g is t r a t e s  and a Liberal  
MP would only suggest  i t ;  but I ' v e  never heard of  an 
employee o f  the  water board n icking a kid fo r  s t e a l i n g  
app les ,  l e t  alone a grown man f o r  doubting whether he 
had any r i g h t  to  be on the  p l a n e t . "  ( p . 248)
A f u r t h e r  touch o f  i n s ig h t  occurs when, ques t ion ing  Hal about
th e  p e r i p a t e t i c  g la s s  eye,  he demands "Come along.  I 'm not  the
p o l i c e .  I want a s en s ib le  answer" ( p . 260).  In the  f i r s t  example,
McLeavy i s  under cons iderab le  s t r e s s  but the  second i s  e i t h e r  a
l i t t l e  out of  c h a r a c te r  or  McLeavy i s  l e a rn in g  a l i t t l e  about l i f e .
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I t  i s  a l so  q u i t e  p o s s ib le  t h a t  Orton c o u ld n ' t  r e s i s t  th e  chance f o r  a 
joke .  However, McLeavy's a b e r r a t io n  d o e s n ' t  l a s t  long f o r ,  a f t e r  the  
shock o f  f in d in g  h is  w i f e ' s  c o f f in  f u l l  o f  money, coupled with i ro n i c  
upbradings from T ru sco t t  "Your conduct i s  scandalous s i r .  With you 
f o r  a f a t h e r  t h i s  lad  never stood a chance. No wonder he took to  
robbing banks" ( p . 265),  McLeavy i s  crushed: "Oh, what a t e r r i b l e  
th ing  I ' v e  done. I ' v e  obs t ru c ted  an o f f i c e r  in the  course  o f  h is  
duty" ( p . 266). Thus r e tu rn in g  to  h is  f a rc e  persona.
The dia logue  immediately following t h i s  cry  c l e a r l y  demonstrates 
O r ton 's  a b i l i t y  to  show, with few words, t h re e  d i f f e r e n t  c h a r a c te r s  
a t  work:
Hal ( hugging him): I 'm proud of  you. I ' l l  never  f ee l  ashamed
of  br inging  my f r i e n d s  home now.
McLeavy: I s h a n ' t  be able  to  face  my r e f l e c t i o n  in the  m i r ro r .
Fay: Go to  confess ion .  Book an hour with Fa ther  Mac.
Hal : Oh, not him! Three brandies  and h e ' s  away. The
barmaid a t  the  King of  Denmark i s  blackmail ing h a l f  
the  d i s t r i c t .
McLeavy: I ' l l  say nothing o f  what I ' v e  d iscovered  i f  you r e tu rn
the  money to  the  bank. You're not to  keep a penny of  
i t .  Do you understand?
Hal: Yes, Dad. (He winks a t  Dennis)
McLeavy: I ' l l  go and r ing  Father J e l l i c o e .  My soul i s  in
to rm ent ,  ( p . 266)
There i s  McLeavy's to rment.  Fay 's  complete sang f r o id  and la ck  of 
consc ience ,  H a l ' s  cheery v i l l a i n y ,  and a cynica l  view of  the  church 
q u i t e  out o f  keeping with h i s  f a t h e r ' s  f a i t h .
Orton w r i t e s  McLeavy's a r r e s t  (pp 273-4) as pure f a r c e :  the  
d ia logue ,  fol lowing on from Meadows' p e d es t r i a n  account o f  the  
a r r e s t ,  i s  f a s t  and funny; th e re  i s  music -hal l  c r o s s - t a l k  and Orton 
humour:
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McLeavy: You c a n ' t  do t h i s .  I ' v e  always been a law-abiding
c i t i z e n .  The p o l ic e  are  f o r  th e  p r o t e c t io n  of  
o rd ina ry  people.
T r u sc o t t :  I d o n ' t  know where you p ick  up th e se  s logans ,  s i r .
You must read them on hoard ings .
McLeavy: I want to  see someone in a u th o r i t y .
T r u sc o t t :  I am in a u t h o r i t y .  You can see me. ( p . 274)
McLeavy's f i n a l  wail i s  both completely in c h a r a c t e r  and pure Orton
"Oh, what a t e r r i b l e  th ing  to  happen to  a man who's been k issed  by
the  Pope". I t  a l so  main ta ins  comic impetus,  s ince  our f i n a l  s ig h t
and sound o f  McLeavy i s  r i d i c u lo u s  r a t h e r  than p a t h e t i c .
This t ime in Hal and Dennis we have a p a i r  o f  young men (see 
a lso  Wilson, Sloane,  Ray) with Hal as the  more dominant p a r tn e r .
This i s  shown both in h is  d ia logue and in h i s  r o l e  as son o f  the  
deceased Mrs McLeavy and McLeavy. Dennis func t ions  as h i s  p a r tn e r  in 
crime, d r iv e s  the  ca r  (a hearse  in t h i s  case) and, as a l ready  noted,  
i s  very convenien t ly  employed by the  under taker  next door to  the  
bank. There a re  r e fe ren ces  to  a homosexual r e l a t i o n s h i p  between the  
l a d s ,  p a r t i c u l a r l y  by Hal, but t h i s  i s  cance l led  out by Dennis ' s  
i n f a t u a t i o n  with Fay and the  r e fe ren ces  to  the  seduc t ion  o f  g i r l s  and 
v i s i t s  to  b r o th e l s .  On p . 210 Hal r e f e r s  to  Dennis ' s  a f f a i r  with Fay 
and h i s  d e s i r e  f o r  marriage as " l i v in g  fo r  k icks" ,  urging him to  "Put 
th e se  n e u ro t i c  ideas  out o f  your mind and con cen t ra te  on the  problem 
of  everyday l i f e . "  He continues  "I put my not g e t t i n g  on in l i f e  
down to  them p e r s i s t e n t l y  sending me to  B o r s ta l .  I might to  
permanently bent i f  t h i s  f a l l s  through. I t ' s  not a p le a s a n t  
p ro sp ec t ,  i s  i t ? "  The play on words cumulates ,  from the  idea of  
hete rosexual r e l a t i o n s h i p s  being n e u ro t i c ,  to  the  doub le -en tendre  of  
"bent" and o f  what can happen to  lads  in B o r s ta l .  L a te r ,  T ru sc o t t
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t e l l s  Hal "You d o n ' t  want to  spend your  t ime with a youth l i k e  him. 
He 's not your type .  He's got f i v e  pregnancies  to  h i s  c r e d i t . "
( p . 229).
Unlike Sloane or  Wilson, t h e i r  homosexuality has no re levance  
f o r  the  s t r u c t u r e  o f  the  p l o t .  They are  simply a p a i r  o f  amoral and 
incompetent young v i l l a i n s  whose inhumanity i s  counterbalanced  by 
t h e i r  weaknesses.  H a l ' s  i n a b i l i t y  to  l i e  under d i r e c t  i n t e r r o g a t i o n  
w i l l  be d iscussed  below.
Fay s e t s  the  p a t t e r n  f o r  Hal e a r ly  in the  f i r s t  a c t  (quoted 
above) and t h i s  leads  in to  some useful in format ion about Dennis: "A 
very luxur ious  type of  a l a d .  At p re sen t  employed by an under taker"  
( p . 200). The snappy o n e - l i n e r s ,  t y p ic a l  of  O r ton 's  humorous s t y l e  
form p a r t  of  Fay 's  method of  t rapp ing  Hal in to  g iv ing  h im se l f  away, 
f o r  example (pp 201-2):
Fay: Do you know the  men concerned?
Hal: I f  I had t h a t  money, I wouldn ' t  be he re .  I ' d  go away.
Fay: You're going away.
Hal: I ' d  go away qu icker .
Fay: Where would you go?
Hal: Spain.  The playground o f  i n t e r n a t i o n a l  crime.
Fay: Where are  you going?
Hal: Por tuga l ,  (pause) You'l l  have to  ge t  up e a r l y  in the
morning to  catch  me.
The joke ,  o f  course ,  l i e s  in H a l ' s  almost g iv ing  the  game away, in
th ink ing  he has been c l ev e r  but ,  in f a c t ,  t e l l i n g  Fay e x a c t ly  what
she wants to  know. Fay, as we sh a l l  see ,  i s  probably th e  manipula to r
par exce l lence  amongst O r ton 's  c h a r a c t e r s ,  in whose c h a r a c t e r  are
combined the  cunning of Kath with the  s t r e n g th  o f  Mrs Vealfoy.
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Dennis f i r s t  appears as d r i v e r  o f  the  hearse  and h i s  words to
the  assembled company are  s u i t a b l y  a p p ro p r ia te  in t h e i r  b a n a l i t y ,
although h i s  p ro fes s io n a l  fo rm a l i ty  i s  undermined by h i s  a s ides  to
Hal and Fay ( p . 203):
Dennis: Good af te rnoon .  I d o n ' t  want to  be too formal on t h i s
sad occas ion,  but would you l i k e  to  view the  deceased 
fo r  the  l a s t  t ime?
(To Hal) Give us a hand in to  the  c a r  with the  f l o r a l  t r i b u t e s .
(To Fay) We'll need help with the  c o f f i n .  (Nods to  McLeavy)
He's too  near the  grave h im se lf  to  do much l i f t i n g .
D ennis ' s  language swi tches  back and f o r th  between the  c o l lo q u ia l  
and the  u n d e r t a k e r ' s  fo rm a l i ty ,  r i d i n g  out with ease  an a ttempt by 
Fay to  t r a p  him too:  ( p . 204)
Fay: You're going abroad, I hear?
Dennis: Yes.
Fay: Where did  you ge t  the  money?
Dennis: My l i f e  insurance  has matured.
Action takes  over as soon as McLeavy and Fay e x i t .
I t  i s  from t h i s  po in t  t h a t  the  bus iness  o f  f a r c e  becomes 
in t e g r a t e d  in to  d ia logue which u n t i l  now, has been f a r  more complex 
than t h a t  o f  f a r c e .  Orton has spent a few pages sketch ing  in the  
background and Dennis ' s  en t rance  s ig n a l s  ' t a k e - o f f ' ,  c h i e f l y  by 
provid ing Hal with an accomplice and by s h i f t i n g  the  ac t ion  on to  two
l e v e l s ,  t h a t  i s  the  fu r io u s  bus iness  of  f a r c e  ( the  ju g g l in g  o f  corpse
and lo o t )  and the  f r a n t i c  need to  conceal t h i s  bus iness  from the  
o th e r  c h a r a c t e r s .  In one sense t h i s  i s  ano ther  ve rs ion  o f  th e  Orton 
theme o f  'keeping-up appea rances . '  I t  i s  in i t s  use o f  s tage  
bus iness  t h a t  Loot approaches f a r c e  as genre .
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There i s  i l l o g i c a l i t y  in H a l ' s  a t t i t u d e  to  h i s  dead mother,  
which Orton shows through words and a c t i o n s .  He speaks coo l ly  of 
dropping the  body down a mineshaf t ,  weighted with a rock ,  and t i p s  i t  
nonchalan t ly  from c o f f in  to  wardrobe but i s  appal led  a t  the  idea of  
undress ing  the  body to  ge t  r i d  o f  the  t e l l - t a l e  WVS uniform, 
d e sc r ib in g  th e  notion as "a Freudian nightmare" ( p . 209).
N ever the le ss ,  h i s  spoken ho rro r  i s  in c o n t r a s t  to  h is  a c t i o n s :  he
combs h i s  h a i r  a t  the  m ir ro r  w h i l s t  d i scu ss in g  the  m a t te r  with 
Dennis, a t i d y  e x t e r i o r  covering  a confused mind. Orton develops 
t h i s  p a r t i c u l a r  exchange in to  an amusing d e n ig ra t io n  o f  the  p i t f a l l s  
o f  being a c a t h o l i c  ( p . 209):
Hal: A re n ' t  we committing some kind of  unfo rg ivab le  s in?
Dennis: Only i f  y o u ' r e  a Ca tho l ic .
Hal: I am a C a tho l ic .  I c a n ' t  undress he r .  S he ' s  a
r e l a t i v e .  I can go to  Hell f o r  i t .
Dennis: I ' l l  undress her then .  I d o n ' t  be l iev e  in Hel l .
Hal: T h a t ' s  ty p ic a l  o f  your upbringing, baby. Every luxury
was lav ished  on you - atheism, b r e a s t - f e e d in g ,  
c i rcum cis ion .  I had to  make my own way.
This s u b s t i t u t i o n  o f  unexpected " lu x u r ie s "  fo r  the  kind the  
audience might have expected to  hear  i s  ty p ic a l  of  O r to n ' s  method of  
d e f a m i l i a r i s i n g ,  d i s l o c a t i o n ;  i t  a l so  c a s t s  f u r t h e r  l i g h t  on the  
previous  use o f  the  word " luxurious"  quoted above, used by Hal to  
de sc r ib e  Dennis.  There i s  a l so  a parody o f  Wilde 's  The Importance of  
being Earnest  here (one o f  severa l  in Loot)8,  demonst ra t ing O r ton ' s  
use o f  y e t  another  techn ique.  Lady Bracknell  says to  Jack "Every 
luxury t h a t  money could buy, inc lud ing  c h r i s t e n i n g ,  had been lav ished  
on you by your fond and doting pa ren ts"  ( Penguin Plays o f  Oscar 
Wilde, 1954, p . 312).
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The impor tant po in t  i s  t h a t  exchanges l i k e  t h a t  quoted above, 
a l though o f  a somewhat s u r r e a l i s t  n a tu re ,  a re  taken s e r i o u s l y  by the  
p r o t a g o n i s t s .  The p lay  cannot work o therwise ,  f o r  th e  t h e a t r i c a l i t y  
of  s t y l e  and humour must only be apparent to  the  audience,  not to  the  
c h a r a c t e r s .  In the  case  o f  Hal and Dennis, we have to  accept the  
r e a l i t y  o f  two lads  whose behaviour i s  both s u r re a l  and macabre in 
the  extreme. As with most o f  O r ton ' s  d ia logue ,  we have to  be 
convinced by f a m i l i a r  tones  of  voice and behaviour  ( the  h a i r  combing 
f o r  i n s t a n c e ) ,  even though we may be stunned by what i s  a c t u a l l y  
being s a id .
J u s t  as Dennis i s  capable  of  producing p ro fes s io n a l  undertaking  
ja rgon  when re q u i re d ,  he can a lso  launch in to  romantic  Hollywood 
c l i c h e  too " I ' v e  never seen you in a d v e r s i ty .  I t ' s  an u n fo r g e t t a b le  
exper ience .  I love you. I ' l l  wait  f o r  you f o r  ever" ( p . 256) when 
Fay i s  a r r e s t e d .  H a l ' s  f l i g h t s  of  fancy are  more e x o t i c ,  as 
demonstrated in the  lengthy d e s c r ip t i o n  o f  the  bro the l  he hopes to  
run (d iscussed  below) and in h is  a t tempts  to  cheer Dennis:
"Afterwards I ' l l  take  you to  a remarkable bro thel I ' v e  found.
Real ly remarkable.  Run by th re e  P a k is ta n i s  aged between ten  and 
f i f t e e n .  They do i t  f o r  sweets.  Pa r t  o f  t h e i r  r e l i g i o n .  Meet me a t  
seven. Stock up with Mars b a r s . "  ( p . 267).
The paradoxica l  a t t i t u d e  o f ten  shown by n o n -c a th o l i c s  to  
confess ion  i s  used here too "I sh a l l  accompany my f a t h e r  to  
Confession t h i s  evening. In o rder  to  purge my soul o f  t h i s  
a f t e r n o o n ' s  events"  to  which Dennis r e p l i e s  " I t ' s  a t  t imes  l i k e  t h i s
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t h a t  I r e g r e t  not being a c a th o l i c "  ( p . 267).  The casual acceptance 
o f  the  c h i ld  p r o s t i t u t e s  i s  a l so  shocking. But n o t i c e  the  
im p l ic a t io n s :  the  bro the l  i s  run by the  c h i ld re n  and payment i s  in 
Mars b a r s .  The f i r s t  s ta tement  does away with any sugges t ion  of 
c h i ld  e x p l o i t a t i o n  by unscrupulous a d u l t s ,  and the  second i s  
in h e re n t ly  r i d i c u lo u s  in i t s  naming o f  a f a m i l i a r  commodity. I 
sugges t  t h a t  we almost laugh i n v o l u n t a r i l y  a t  t h i s  and any qualms we 
may have are  s w i f t l y  quashed by the  sh o r t  s u cc in c t  l i n e s  fo llowing, 
as Fay emerges from behind the  screen ( p . 268):
Fay: Don't  look behind t h e r e ,  Harold.
Hal : Why not?
Fay: Your mother i s  naked.
( . . .  Hal packs the  l a s t  bundle o f  notes  in to  th e  c a s k e t )
Hal: We're s a f e .
The image of  the  naked body - which we have a l ready  seen man­
handled f a r c i c a l l y  in var ious  cover ings  from WVS uniform to  shroud - 
i s  nakedly expressed.  On top  o f  t h i s ,  H a l ' s  immediate concern i s  
with concealing the  money.
This hardness o f  H a l ' s  i s  even commented on by T r u sc o t t :  "Your 
sense o f  detachment i s  t e r r i f y i n g ,  l ad .  Most people would a t  l e a s t  
f l i n c h  upon see ing t h e i r  mother ' s  eyes and t e e t h  handed around l i k e  
nuts  a t  Christmas" ( p . 272). Again O r ton 's  use o f  the  cosy s im i le  
n e a t ly  mixes humour and revu ls ion  - the  unth inkable  expressed in 
homely terms, a touch of  black  humour with Jacobean r o o t s .  Yet H a l ' s  
view t h a t  a corpse  i s  nothing but "a l i t t l e  dus t"  r e f l e c t s  O r to n ' s  
own views, as I have a l ready  shown.
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The complementary na tu re  o f  the  Hal/Dennis p a r tn e r s h ip  i s  
probably  b e s t  summed up in the  ambivalent answers to  McLeavy's 
ques t ion  to  Dennis ( p . 263):
McLeavy: . . .  Did you lead him a s t r ay ?
Dennis: 1 was innocent t i l l  I met him.
Hal: You met me when you were th r e e  days o ld .
By c o n t r a s t ,  Fay and T ru sc o t t  make Hal and Dennis look l i k e  mere 
amateurs where v i l l a i n y  i s  concerned. O r ton 's  use o f  manipula tion or 
a ttempted manipulation by one c h a r a c te r  o f  ano ther  i s  a sc r ibed  to  Fay
in Loot. She i s  p resen ted  as a m u l t ip l e  murderess and p l o t s  in an
organised  and p r a c t i c a l  way; Orton has a l so  made her a femme f a t a l e  
( in  every sense) - she has had seven husbands and i s  about to  make 
McLeavy her e ig h th ;  Meadows (see  above) i s  momentarily sm i t ten ;
Dennis wants to  marry her ;  even Hal, k i s s in g  her hand as she i s  about 
to  go to  j a i l  says "Good-bye. 1 count a mother well l o s t  to  have met 
you"; w h i l s t  T ru sco t t  admits to  a grudging admira tion (pp 257-8) :
T ru sc o t t :  What an amazing woman McMahon i s .  She 's  got away 
with i t  again .  She must have in f luence  with Heaven.
Hal: God i s  a gentleman. He p r e f e r s  blondes.
As well as o f f e r i n g  us one of  O r ton ' s  s t y l i s h  epigrammes, t h i s  
i s  a good example of  h i s  use of  cumulative d ia logue .  We have a l ready  
been t o ld  t h a t  "Nothing but a mirac le  can save her now" and the  
m irac le  in the  form of  s e l f - e x p lo d in g  evidence duly occurs .  Hence, 
r e fe ren ces  to  Heaven's in te r c e s s io n  a re  a p p ro p r ia te  and provide  
T rusco t t  with the  oppor tun i ty  to  show the  t r a d i t i o n a l  admira tion  of 
master  d e t e c t i v e  f o r  master c r im in a l .  S im i la r ly ,  Fay has shown a 
pious b e l i e f  in God throughout the  p lay .  There i s  tremendous irony 
here ,  o f  course ,  in t h a t  Fay seems to  be v ind ica ted  by her god, 
al though a murderess,  w h i l s t  McLeavy i s  allowed to  s u f f e r  by h i s .
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One o f  the  reasons t h a t  we cannot regard  Loot as an a t t a c k  on the  
Catho l ic  Church i s  t h a t  the  godless  ( i e  Dennis and T ru sc o t t  and to  
some e x ten t  Hal) a l so  f ind  t h a t  crime pays,  a cynica l  e q u a l i t y  of  
t r e a tm e n t ;  and th e re  i s  c o n t r a d ic t io n  "Even God c a n ' t  work m irac le s ,  
s i r "  ( p . 258) says T r u sc o t t ,  having immediately before  t h i s  suggested 
t h a t  he worked one f o r  Fay. Rel ig ious  observance then ,  as Orton 
h im se lf  sugges ted ,  was simply a device  o f  the  p lo t  used with 
cons ide rab le  s k i l l ,  but lack ing  cons is tency .  The c h i e f  moral - i f  we 
must have one - to  come out of  t h i s  p lay  i s  t h a t  honesty d o e s n ' t  pay, 
a t y p ic a l  Orton rev e r sa l  o f  the  popular b e l i e f ,  but with a c e r t a i n  
amount o f  recognizab le  t r u t h  fo r  the  l a t e  20th cen tury .
From the  beginning. Fay p resen ts  h e r s e l f  with g r e a t  aplomb as a 
p ious c a t h o l i c  and p r a c t i c a l  woman. She sweeps the  bewildered 
McLeavy in to  accept ing  her as h is  next wife on r e l i g i o u s  grounds: the  
l o g ic  i s  impress ive.  Mrs McLeavy i s  p resen ted  as suspec t  "With her 
dying b rea th  Mrs McLeavy c a s t  doubt upon the  a u t h e n t i c i t y  o f  the  
gospels"  and Fay p re sen ts  h e r s e l f  as a s u i t a b l e  s u b s t i t u t e  before  
going on to  complain about Hal: "Your son i s  a thorn  in my f l e s h .
The con ten ts  o f  h is  d re s s in g  t a b l e  a re  an indictment ,  o f  h i s  way of  
l i f e .  Not only f i r ea rm s ,  but family-p lann ing  equipment. A Papal 
d i sp en sa t io n  i s  needed to  dus t  h is  room." ( p . 197) A s u i t a b l y  
r e l i g i o u s  c l i c h e  to  s t a r t  with ,  an ap p ro p r ia te  p a r t  o f  Fay 's  r o l e  as 
both phys ica l  and s p i r i t u a l  nurse to  her v ic t im s .
T r u sc o t t ,  un l ike  Fay, i s  no cold-blooded m anipu la to r ,  r a t h e r  
an amoral o p p o r tu n i s t .  He i s  p re sen ted ,  very amusingly,  as the
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arche- typa l  d e t e c t i v e  o f  s tage  and f i c t i o n .  Shepherd (1978, p . 99) 
says o f  O r ton 's  s t y l e  t h a t  i t  i s  "designed to  educate  us about the  
va lu e -co n tex t  o f  the  language spoken, the  genre ex p ec ta t io n s  o f  the  
p l o t  en ac ted ."  In t h i s  in s t a n ce ,  the  genre i s  t h a t  o f  d e t e c t i v e  p lo t  
but whether we a c t u a l l y  have t ime to  th in k  about the  e x p ec ta t io n s  s e t  
up by the  genre o r  a re  ' ed u c a ted '  about them i s  open to  doubt.  What 
i s  important i s  t h a t  Orton l i k e s  to  j o l t  us out o f  our comfortable  
h a b i t s  by making the  expected t o t a l l y  unexpected; and by up-ending 
the  exp ec ta t io n s  t h a t  we have o f  a f a m i l i a r  format ,  he can achieve 
both shock and humour.
T ru sc o t t  announces h im se lf  as an o f f i c i a l  o f  the  Metropoli tan  
Water Board ( p . 212) and as such, beyond reproach or q u e s t io n .  In 
Shepherd 's  words again " I n s t i t u t i o n s  r e fu se  to  r e p re s e n t  themselves 
as made by people,  they draw a mystery over t h e i r  o p e r a t i o n s . . .  The
i n s t i t u t i o n  b lu rs  the  capac i ty  f o r  accu ra te  a n a l y s i s .  This connects
with the  way people t a l k  in received  phrases ,  which con ta in  t h e i r  own 
received  va lues ,  o f ten  d e sp i t e  what the  ind iv idua l  r e a l l y  means or  
wants to  say ."  McLeavy accepts  T r u s c o t t ' s  a u t h o r i t y  almost 
unques t ion ing ly ,  both as Water Board O f f i c i a l  and Policeman.
T r u s c o t t ' s  " rece ived" dia logue i s  in the  t r a d i t i o n  of  Sherlock
Holmes, making i t  apparent to  any audience t h a t  he must be a 
d e t e c t i v e :
"My methods o f  deduct ion can be learned  by anyone with a keen eye and 
a quick b ra in .  When I shook your hand I f e l t  a roughness on one of  
your wedding r i n g s .  A roughness I a s s o c i a t e  with powder burns and 
s a l t .  The two to g e th e r  spe l l  a gun and sea a i r .  When found on a 
wedding r in g  only one s o lu t io n  i s  p o s s i b l e . "  ( p . 214)
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This puts  the  audience in the  comedic p o s i t i o n  o f  knowing more than 
th e  c h a r a c t e r s .  A f te r  a h i l a r i o u s  t o u r  de fo rce  o f  deduction on 
th e se  l i n e s  concerning Fay 's  dead husbands, th e  fo llowing d ia logue  
ensues ,  with Fay s t a t i n g  the  obvious,  thus  n e a t ly  b r ing ing  us back to  
T r u s c o t t ' s  o r ig in a l  r o l e  ( p . 215):
Fay: You should be a d e t e c t i v e .
T r u sc o t t :  I 'm of ten  mistaken f o r  one. Most embarrass ing .  My 
wife  i s  f r eq u e n t ly  pes te red  by people who are  under 
the  impression t h a t  she i s  a policeman 's  w ife .  She 
upbraids me f o r  g e t t i n g  her in to  such sc rap e s .  You 
recognize  the  d a i l y  bread o f  married l i f e .  I 'm su re .  
When do you in tend to  propose to  Mr McLeavy?
Fay: At once. Delay would be f a t a l .
T r u sc o t t :  Anything taken in combination with y o u r s e l f  u s u a l ly  
r e s u l t s  in death .
Fay: How dare  you speak to  me l i k e  t h i s !  Who are  you?
T r u sc o t t :  I 'm a council  employee who has l e t  h i s  imagination 
wander. Please  fo rg ive  me i f  I ' v e  upset  you.
In T r u s c o t t ' s  case ,  I would suggest  t h a t  Orton has c r e a te d  a 
c h a r a c t e r  who knows e x ac t ly  what he means to  say and uses th e  
" rece ived  i n s t i t u t i o n a l  phrases"  to  draw a mystery over h i s  own 
o p e ra t io n s ,  as Shepherd says .  O r to n 's  d ia logue  bears  t h i s  out "Your 
every ac t ion  has been a mystery to  me" says McLeavy ( p . 250).  "That 
i s  as i t  should be. The process  by which the  p o l ic e  a r r i v e  a t  the  
s o lu t io n  to  a mystery i s ,  in i t s e l f ,  a mystery" T ru sc o t t  r e p l i e s .
This answer e f f e c t i v e l y ,  through a l l u s i o n ,  puts  the  p o l i c e  in general  
and T ru sc o t t  in p a r t i c u l a r  on a par with god, as f a r  as McLeavy i s  
concerned. The m ys ter ies  of  the  p o l i c e  are  a lso  invoked a t  th e  end 
o f  what must be one of  Or ton 's  c l a s s i c  d ia logues  which i s  worth 
quoting on severa l  counts :  the  c l a s s i c  denouement, the  misunders tood 
music-hal l  gag and the  su r rea l i sm  of  the  concept:
T ru sc o t t :  . . .  You have before  you a man who i s  q u i t e  a personage
in h is  way - T rusco t t  o f  the  Yard. Have you never  
heard o f  Trusco t t?  The man who t racked  down th e  
l im bless  g i r l  k i l l e r ?  Or was t h a t  s en s a t io n  before  
your t ime?
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Hal: Who would k i l l  a l imbless  g i r l ?
T r u sc o t t :  She was the  k i l l e r .
Hal: How did  she do i t  i f  she was l im bless?
T r u sc o t t :  I 'm not prepared to  answer t h a t  ques t ion  to  anyone
ou ts id e  the  p ro fe s s io n .  We d o n ' t  want a carbon-copy 
murder on our hands, ( p . 250)
On the  o th e r  hand, T ru sco t t  r e v e a l s  h im se lf  to  be a s t i c k l e r  fo r
th e  r u l e s  when i t  s u i t s  him, f o r  example when Hal admits t h a t  he
would have bur ied the  lo o t  in holy ground T ru sc o t t  excla ims "How dare
you involve me in a s i t u a t i o n  fo r  which no memo has been issued"
( p . 220).
The exchanges between Fay and T rusco t t  a re  o f  a sharpness  and 
c leve rness  not apparent between the  o the r  c h a r a c t e r s :
T r u sc o t t :  You're a c l ev e r  woman, McMahon. Unfor tuna te ly  y o u ' r e  
not q u i t e  c l e v e r  enough. I 'm no fo o l .
Fay: Your s e c r e t  i s  sa fe  with me. ( p . 259)
There i s  a s t y l i s h n e s s  about many of  t h e i r  speeches t h a t  s e t s  them 
a p a r t ,  al though s u f f i c i e n t l y  r e f l e c t e d  in th e  language of  th e  o the rs  
fo r  them a l l  to  belong to  the  same play.
As in previous  p lays ,  Orton employs s e t  speeches but t h e se  are  
not as pronounced as the  solo a r i a s  seen in The Ruff ian on th e  S t a i r  
or E n te r t a in in g  Mr S loane . They are  more a l l i e d  to  c h a r a c t e r  
fu n c t io n ,  eg T ru sco t t  as d e t e c t i v e ,  than a r e v e l a t i o n  o f  emotional or 
personal  background. As such, t h e i r  e f f e c t  i s  h ighly  t h e a t r i c a l  and 
al though demanding rea l i sm  in the  p lay ing ,  Orton never l e t s  us fo r g e t  
t h a t  we are  in the  t h e a t r e .  On p . 271 T ru sc o t t  says "What has j u s t  
taken p lace  i s  p e r f e c t l y  scandalous and had b e t t e r  go no f a r t h e r  than 
th e se  t h r e e  w a l l s .  I t ' s  not expedient f o r  the  general  p u b l ic  to  have 
i t s  confidence  in the  po l ic e  fo rce  undermined". That i s  to  say,  i f
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i t  reaches  the  fou r th  wall ( i e  the  audience) the  pub l ic  w i l l  have i t s  
confidence in the  p o l ic e  fo rce  undermined. Orton i s  fond of  
inc lud ing  d i r e c t  re fe re n ce s  to  t h e a t r e  t r a d i t i o n s ,  as we have seen in 
E n te r t a in in g  Mr Sloane (and sha l l  see again in What the  B u t le r  Saw). 
This serves  as a s t rong  reminder t h a t  the  audience i s  in the  p o s i t io n  
o f  voyeur and, as in most comedy, i s  allowed to  be ' i n  the  know', 
with  humour a r i s i n g  from being in possess ion  o f  in format ion denied to  
the  c h a r a c t e r s .
We have a l ready  looked a t  some o f  T r u s c o t t ' s  s e t  speeches
peppered with phrases  app ro p r ia te  to  the  genre .  He makes h is
r e v e l a t i o n s  about Fay 's  dead husbands r a t h e r  l i k e  a con ju ro r
producing r a b b i t s  from a ha t  ( p . 214).  McLeavy i s  given a speech
which s t a r t s  o f f  as a c ross  between t h i r d - r a t e  novel and newspaper
r e p o r t  and with a s t rong  element o f  Greek messenger in i t s  account of
the  unseen (by the  audience,  because o f f - s t a g e )  d i s a s t e r :
We s e t  o f f  in high s p i r i t s .  The weather was humid, a heat 
mis t  covered the  sky. The road to  the  graveyard lay  u p h i l l .
I t  was a sad occas ion fo r  me. In s p i t e  o f  t h i s  I kept a t i g h t  
hold on my emotions, r e fu s in g  to  show the  ex ten t  o f  
my l o s s .  Along the  rou te  p e r f e c t  s t r a n g e r s  had th e  cour tesy  
to  r a i s e  t h e i r  h a t s .  We got admiring g lances  f o r  th e  flowers  
and sympathet ic  nods fo r  me. ( Pause) The d i g n i t y  o f  the  
event was unsurpassed",  ( p . 237)
The opening i s  t o t a l l y  u n su i ta b le  in s t y l e  and th e r e f o r e  comical,  but
a f t e r  the  f i r s t  sen tence ,  the  weather,  the  ro u te ,  the  behaviour
recounted and the  o r a t o r i c a l  tone o f  the  language used a l l  c o n t r ib u t e
to  the  d ig n i ty  and funera l  pace o f  the  occas ion .
A f te r  d i s a s t e r  s t r i k e s ,  the  language becomes harsh ,  
a l l  i t e r a t i v e l y  so: c l e a r l y  out o f  c o n t r o l ,  s t r u c k ,  k i l l e d ,  wreck.
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crashed e t c  e t c .  The carnage i s  embroidered "The road looked l i k e  a 
b a t t l e f i e l d .  Strewn with the  in ju red  and dying.  Blood, g l a s s " .
Orton i s  master  o f  the  sh o r t  sharp phrase ,  as well as the  sh o r t  sharp 
comic exchange; with the  funera l  speech above he provides  a 
d e l i b e r a t e  c o n t r a s t  which frames the  speech and punctuates  the  pace 
o f  the  p lay .  McLeavy's account becomes more r i d i c u l o u s  under 
ques t ion ing ,  culminating in the  cause o f  h i s  own wounds "A f e a r -  
crazed Afghan hound" ( p . 238),  a g r e a t  f l i g h t  o f  imagination.  But i t  
i s  e n t i r e l y  a p p ro p r ia te  to  h i s  l im i t ed  view o f  l i f e ,  r a t h e r  l i k e  
Ka th 's  c l iche-w or ld  given a touch o f  second-hand l i t e r a r y  grandeur.  
And the  f i n a l  irony comes in h i s  commendation o f  Dennis f o r  saving 
the  c o f f in  (which conta ined the  money). Dennis ' s  response i s  f a r  
more c o l lo q u ia l  "Your wreaths have been blown to  buggery" - d i s a s t e r  
has d i s p e l l e d  h is  p ro fes s iona l  fo rm a l i ty  and h i s  words are  more in 
keeping with the  Borstal  background o f  the  two l a d s .  The whole of 
t h i s  passage i s  played out a g a in s t  a background of  i n t e r e s t  in the  
event per se (T rusco t t )  and concern about the  l o o t  (Hal and Fay).  
McLeavy, however, makes the  most o f  being f o r  once the  c e n t r e  of  
a t t e n t i o n :  demonst rating  the  I r i s h  pass ion f o r  s t o r y - t e l l i n g .
In Act 2 Fay r e c i t e s  her confess ion  in a m a t te r  o f  f a c t  manner 
and with a sugges tion t h a t  she knows ex ac t ly  what i s  r e q u i re d  of  her.  
There i s  nothing of  the  heightened s cen e -p a in t in g  indulged in by 
McLeavy; w h i l s t  her tone d e f i e s  r i d i c u l e .  She s t a t e s  f a c t s ,  o f f e r s  
e xp lana t ions  and ends with c o n t r i t i o n  and o b l ig a to ry  t e a r s .  The 
whole e f f e c t  i s  o f  r e c i t i n g  an o f t - r e p e a t e d  lesson  ( p . 255) and when 
she has f i n i s h e d ,  T rusco t t  comments "Your s t y l e  i s  simple and d i r e c t .
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I t ' s  a theme which l e s s  s k i l f u l l y  handled co u ld 'v e  given o f f en c e ."
At the  beginning of  the  t h i r d  a c t  of  The Importance o f  being E a rn e s t , 
Gwendolen and Cecily  are  impressed by Algernon 's  e x p lan a t io n ,  even 
though they  d o n ' t  be l ieve  him, and Gwendolen says "In m a t te r s  of  
grave importance,  s t y l e ,  not s i n c e r i t y ,  i s  the  v i t a l  t h i n g . "  This 
a p p l i e s  not only to  Fay's  confess ion  but to  McLeavy's speech; 
eq u a l ly ,  i t  could be sa id  to  apply to  O r ton 's  w r i t i n g  and to  h is  
l i f e . 9
We have a l ready  noted another  comparison with Wilde and Fay i s ,  
th roughout ,  a s t y l i s t  in the  Wilde manner, eg "Use any form of 
proposal you l i k e .  Try to  avoid a b s t r a c t  nouns." ( p . 219).  She can 
a l so  be sharp and to  the  po in t  where her f in a n c i a l  i n t e r e s t s  are  
involved:
Fay: What about payment?
Hal: Twenty per cen t .
Fay: T h i r ty - th r e e  and a t h i r d .
Hal: You can keep her wedding r in g .
Fay: Is i t  va luable?
Hal: Very.
Fay: I ' l l  add i t  t o  my c o l l e c t i o n .  I a l ready  have seven by
r i g h t  o f  conquest .  T h i r t y - t h r e e  and a t h i r d  and the  
wedding r in g .
Hal: Twenty per cen t ,  the  wedding r ing  and I pay f o r  the
p e t ro l?
Fay: T h i r ty - th r e e  and a t h i r d ,  the  wedding r in g  and you pay
fo r  the  p e t r o l .
Hal: You d r ive  a hard barga in .
Fay: I never bargain .
Hal: Done. ( p . 225)
And o f  course she h a s n ' t  bargained, she got ex ac t ly  what she asked 
f o r  a t  the  o u t s e t ,  p lus  a l l  the  e x t r a s  Hal o f f e r e d ,  a l though Hal i s  
too  dim to  r e a l i s e  i t .  (The s tandard  fol low-up i e .  "You have been" 
i s  l e f t  unsa id ) .  Orton gains g r e a t  v a r i a t i o n  in pace too by h i s  use
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o f  passages such as t h e se ,  d isp lay ing  a n a tu ra l  rhythm in t h e i r  
deployment.
As I have a l ready  shown, T r u s c o t t ' s  speech has th e  pomposity o f  
p e t t y  a u t h o r i t y ,  as well as a kind o f  crazy y e t  lo g ic a l  s t u p i d i t y .  
Dennis uses s tock  c l i c h e s  f o r  h i s  job  and Hal a ttempts  s t y l i s h  
speech, f o r  example, when he t a l k s  to  T ru sc o t t  on p . 252:
Hal : She spoke o f  a book.
T r u sc o t t :  Which?
Hal: A broken binding r ecu r red .
T r u sc o t t :  Was i t  a metaphor?
Hal: I took i t  to  be so.
However, when cornered or t o g e th e r ,  Hal and Dennis r e s o r t  to  the
c o l lo q u ia l  language o f  young tearaways .  Orton r a r e l y  uses 'b ad '
language o f  the  kind t h a t  so e x c i t e s  the  Edna Welthorpes o f  the  
w o r ld ,10 and when he does,  i t  i s  t o t a l l y  in c h a r a c t e r .  (This i s  
d iscussed  f u r t h e r  under soc ia l  c r i t i c i s m  below).
I have a l ready  mentioned the  taboo su b je c t  o f  the  body and 
O r to n 's  own a t t i t u d e  to  dea th ,  but a l i t t l e  more needs to  be sa id  
about t h i s  body as f a rc e  o b je c t .  I have a l ready  in d ic a te d  t h a t  i t  i s  
in the  s tage  bus iness  o f  the  play  t h a t  Orton makes rea l  use o f  
techn iques  borrowed from t r a d i t i o n a l  f a r c e .  I t  i s  tempting to  
d e sc r ib e  what i s  supposed to  r e p re se n t  the  body of  Mrs McLeavy as 
another  c h a r a c t e r  in the  p lay .  The body i s  man-handled from c o f f in  
to  wardrobe to  bed and rushed in and out of  the  house in an e f f o r t  to
avoid d iscovery .  This i s  undertaken in the  t r u e  s p i r i t  o f  f a r c e ,  so
t h a t  we as audience are  g rapp l ing  with the  idea o f  breaking th e  taboo 
o f  r e s p e c t  fo r  the  dead and caught up in the  f a r c i c a l  bus iness  o f
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whether or  not th e  p ro ta g o n i s t s  w i l l  escape d iscovery .  In The Good 
and Fa i th fu l  Servant p a r t i c u l a r l y ,  we have seen O r to n 's  use o f  
c lo th e s  as a way o f  d econs t ruc t ing  i d e n t i t y .  In Loot t h i s  theme 
(which Orton w i l l  develop more f u l l y  in What the  B u t le r  saw) i s  
app l ied  to  th e  corpse which, al though embalmed, s t a r t s  o f f  in f u l l  
WVS uniform; i s  undressed in a remarkable scene; ends up swathed in 
bandages ( l i k e  a Pharaoh) unrecognized by both T ru sc o t t  and McLeavy; 
and i s  passed o f f  as a sewing dummy. The body has been o b j e c t i f i e d  
and dehumanised by i r r ev e re n ce .
Between p p .225-7 Hal and Fay coo l ly  s t r i p  the  body behind a 
sc reen ,  with Fay d i scu ss in g  p r a c t i c a l i t i e s  - f e e t ,  t e e t h ,  r in g s  - 
w h i l s t  Hal r e g a le s  the  audience with an account o f  the  b ro the l  he 'd  
l i k e  to  run .  D escr ip t ions  o f  the  g i r l s  he would employ are  
punctuated  s u i t a b l y  by the  appearance o f  c lo th e s  from behind the  
sc reen ,  e s p e c i a l l y  undergarments,  l i k e  a dreadfu l parody o f  a 
s t r i p t e a s e .  The f in a l  outrage  i s  the  handing over o f  Mrs McLeavy's 
f a l s e  t e e t h  to  co inc ide  with H a l ' s  d e s c r ip t i o n  o f  a Spanish dancer,  
w h i l s t  he uses the  t e e t h  as c a s t a n e t s .  During the  course  o f  the  
undress ing ,  a g la s s  eye r o l l s  away, to  become the  o b je c t  o f  y e t  more 
ghou l i sh ly  f a r c i c a l  bus iness .
Money from the  robbery and a d i s i n t e g r a t i n g  c o f f i n  a f t e r  the  
funera l  acc iden t  are  a lso  f u r t h e r  o b je c t s  to  be d e a l t  with by the  
c a s t .  As Draudt (1975) po in ts  ou t ,  the  "abundance o f  macabre humour 
. . .  i s  the  l i n g u i s t i c  c o u n te r -p a r t  o f  the  gro tesque  s tag e  b u s in e s s , "
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j u s t  as in The Erpingham Camp the  v i o l e n t  language was to  be the  
c o u n te r - p a r t  o f  v i o l e n t  a c t i o n .
In Loot i t  i s  not so much a ques t ion  o f  ' p r o p e r '  language 
cover ing see th ing  improper thoughts  but o f  improper speech spoken in 
' p r o p e r '  to n es .  'P ro p e r '  not j u s t  in the  sense of  p r o p r i e ty  but a l so  
in the  sense o f  app ro p r ia te  to  the  outward appearance o f  the  
c h a r a c t e r  concerned. This i s  p a r t i c u l a r l y  marked in the  case  o f  Fay 
and T r u s c o t t .  Hunt (1975) sugges ts  t h a t  Orton was concerned with the  
"cr iminal lunacy o f  soc ia l  i n s t i t u t i o n s  t h a t  a re  g e n e r a l ly  accepted 
as reasonab le  and b e n e f i c i a l "  and t h a t  Loot f o r  example uses f a m i l i a r  
t h e a t r i c a l  conventions  to  demolish soc ia l  and moral conventions  (from 
which dramatic  conventions d e r iv e ) .  In a Brechtian  sense we are  
forced  as audience to  see the  ac t ion  o b je c t iv e ly  and perhaps th in k  
about the  soc ia l  s tench underlying  the  comedy But O r to n ' s  own 
s tance  i s  too detached to  preach a t  us d i r e c t l y ;  even in The Good and
F a i th fu l  Servant the  f a c t s  are  l e f t  to  speak f o r  themselves .
In Loot t h e re  i s  s t rong soc ia l  c r i t i c i s m  expressed from 
d i f f e r e n t  v iewpoin ts .  At one leve l  we have the  a t t i t u d e  o f  young 
thugs  to  the  p o l ic e  and, a t  a h igher  l e v e l ,  the  sheer  d ishones ty  and 
hypocrisy o f  i n s t i t u t i o n s ,  whether p o l i c e  o r  church,  marr iage or 
family  r e l a t i o n s h i p s .  For example, T ru sc o t t  a t tempts  to  bea t  the  
t r u t h  out of  Hal (p p .235 & 236):
T r u sc o t t :  Don't  l i e  to  me!
Hal: I 'm not ly ing!  I t ' s  in church!
T ru sc o t t :  ( shout ing ,  knocking Hal to  the  f l o o r ) Under any o the r
p o l i t i c a l  system I ' d  have you on the  f l o o r  in t e a r s .
Hal: (c ry in g ) You've got me on the  f l o o r  in t e a r s .
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And a l i t t l e  f u r t h e r  on T ru sc o t t  j e r k s  Hal from the  f l o o r ,  beat ing  
and kicking and punching him. Hal screams with p a i n .
T r u sc o t t :  I ' l l  hose you down! I ' l l  c h l o r i n a t e  you! You'l l  be 
laughing on the  o th e r  s ide  o f  your bloody face .
The language here becomes harsh and b r u t a l ,  in s p i t e  o f  the  
jo k e s ,  a r e s u l t  o f  the  i r o n i c  f a c t  t h a t  Hal i s  t e l l i n g  the  t r u t h ,  and 
th e  menace becomes very r e a l .  This i s  confirmed l a t e r  by Dennis who 
makes the  mistake  o f  complaining to  T ru sco t t  t h a t  he has been beaten 
by the  p o l i c e :  " I f  I ever hear  you accuse the  p o l i c e  o f  using 
v io lence  on a p r i s o n e r  in custody again .  I ' l l  take  you down to  the  
s t a t i o n  and beat the  eyes out of  your head." ( p . 246) The v ic iousness  
o f  th e se  exchanges s tands  out s t ro n g ly  from the  surrounding 
d ia logue .
The s o c ie ty  dep ic ted  i s  one where the  p o l ic e  may wantonly 
de s t roy  p roper ty  in the  course o f  t h e i r  duty ,  a r r e s t  anyone who i s  a 
t h r e a t  to  them; where even the  p r i e s t  re v e a l s  confess iona l  s e c r e t s  to  
the  local  barmaid a f t e r  a few b rand ies ;  where " s t e a l i n g  pub l ic  money" 
i s  "more se r io u s  than mass murder" ( p . 258). But probably  th e  d i r e s t  
c r i t i c i s m ,  expressed in var ious  ways a t  d i f f e r e n t  t imes i s  given in 
the  following passage from p . 255:
T ru sc o t t :  Per ju ry  i s  a s e r io u s  crime.
Fay: Have you no r e s p ec t  fo r  the  t r u t h ?
T r u sc o t t :  We have a saying under the  blue lamp "Waste t ime on 
t r u t h  and y o u ' l l  be pounding the  beat u n t i l  th e  day 
you r e t i r e !
Fay: The B r i t i s h  p o l ice  fo rce  used to  be run by men of
i n t e g r i t y .
T r u sc o t t :  That i s  a mistake which has been r e c t i f i e d .  Come 
along now. I c a n ' t  s tand here a l l  day.
Orton i s  f a s c in a te d  by the  problem o f  t r u t h  o r  t r u t h s  o f  
d i f f e r e n t  kinds ,  as I have noted in ,  f o r  example. E n te r t a in in g  Mr
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Sloane . He makes Hal c o n g e n i t a l ly  incapable  o f  ly ing  and T ru sc o t t  i s  
so c o r ru p t  t h a t  he cannot r e a l i s e  the  t r u t h  when he hears  i t  o r ,  
a l t e r n a t i v e l y ,  only be l iev es  or  hears what he wants t o .  There i s  
superb c i r c u l a r  lo g i c  in H a l ' s  confess ion  to  the  bank robbery (pp. 
233-4 too long to  quote f u l l y )  and some n ice  Cretan i rony when Hal 
t e l l s  the  t r u t h  and Dennis t r i e s  d e sp e ra te ly  to  cover:
T r u sc o t t :  Your mate says i t ' s  been bur ied .
Denis: He's a l i a r !
T ru sc o t t :  A very i n t e l l i g e n t  r e p ly .  You're an honest  l a d .
( p . 246)
Fay, in t y p i c a l l y  Wildean manner, t e l l s  Hal ( p . 223) "Your exp lana t ion  
had th e  r in g  o f  t r u t h .  N a tu ra l ly  I d i sb e l i ev e d  every word." Orton 
a l so  s l i p s  in to  h is  t e x t  t r u t h s  o f  a more un iversa l  n a tu re ,  such as 
Fay 's  "Death can be very t r a g i c  f o r  those  who are  l e f t "  ( p . 204), and 
Mcleavy's Beckett ian  " I ' d  r a t h e r  witness  a b i r t h  than a death any 
day. Though the  r i s k s  involved are  g r e a te r "  ( p . 212).
The prologue s e le c te d  fo r  t h i s  p lay ,  a quo ta t ion  from 
M isa l l iance  by Shaw, l i k e  Henley's  f o r  The Ruffian on the  S t a i r , sums 
up the  p lay  p e r f e c t l y :
Lord Summerhays: Anarchism i s  a game a t  which the  Po l ice  can
beat  you. What have you to  say to  t h a t ?
Gunner: What have I to  say to  i t !  Well I c a l l  i t
scandalous:  t h a t ' s  what I have to  say to  i t .
Lord Summerhays: P re c i s e ly :  t h a t ' s  a l l  anybody has to  say to
i t ,  except the  B r i t i s h  Publ ic ,  which pre tends  
not to  b e l ieve  i t .
By the  end of  the  p lay ,  both p a i r s  o f  v i l l a i n s  have jo in e d  
fo rce s  to  share  the  lo o t  and to  d ispose  o f  McLeavy. As in The 
Ruff ian on the  S t a i r  and E n te r t a in in g  Mr Sloane someone must d ie  to  
hide a murder but the  rou te  to  t h i s  death i s  more s u b t l e  and 
complicated .  "Can an acc iden ta l  death  be arranged?" asks  Fay.
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"Anything can be arranged in pr ison"  r e p l i e s  T r u s c o t t . 1% The f in a l  
irony o f  a l l  l i e s  in the  e te rn a l  need to  keep up appearances ,  no 
m a t te r  how r o t t e n  th e  underly ing t r u t h  may be.
Usual ly a t  the  end o f  a f a r c e ,  the  s t a t u s  quo i s  r e s to r e d  and 
the  misunderstood 'n a u g h t i n e s s '  exp la ined .  Orton subver ts  the  normal 
s tandards  here :  th e r e  i s  a happy ending f o r  Fay and Dennis,  but an 
amoral facade i s  used to  cover up the  s a c r i f i c e  o f  th e  s tu p id  but 
innocent f o r  the  b e n e f i t  o f  the  v i l l a i n s .  Hal observes  " I t ' s  
comforting to  know t h a t  the  p o l ice  can s t i l l  be r e l i e d  upon when 
w e ' re  in t ro u b le "  and, very macabre e s p e c i a l l y  as h e ' s  not y e t  dead, 
"We'll bury your f a t h e r  with your mother.  That w i l l  be n ice  f o r  him, 
won ' t  i t ? "  sugges ts  Fay. The t e r r i b l e  th ing  i s  t h a t  she sounds 
s in c e re  - a f t e r  a l l ,  she no longer  needs h i s  money and can a f fo rd  to  
be c h a r i t a b l e .  The l a s t  l i n e  of  the  play expresses  O r to n ' s  contempt 
f o r ,  and I th in k  amusement a t ,  a s o c ie ty  t h a t  was more concerned with 
outward show than inner  i n t e g r i t y  "We must keep up appearances ."
Which br ings  me back to  what Orton has achieved in t h i s  
p a r t i c u l a r  p lay .  As always, the  d ia logue  remains the  core  o f  the  
p lay  and con ta ins  i t s  e n t i r e  s t r u c t u r e .  Orton has developed a h igh ly  
s t y l i s e d  language t h a t  l i f t s  the  c h a r a c te r s  out of  the  realms of 
f a r c e  in to  a mannered comedy s t y l e  of  h i s  own t h a t  owes more to  
Congreve than to  Feydeau. He has abandoned the  ' k i t c h e n - s i n k '  
approach o f  The Ruffian on the  S t a i r  and E n te r t a in in g  Mr S loane , 
adapting  and s e l e c t i n g  from the  f a m i l i a r  f a r c e  and d e t e c t i v e  genres  
to  c r e a t e  an i n s t a n t l y  recognizab le  p a t t e r n .  The shocks and
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s u r p r i s e s  o f f e re d  through the  d ia logue are  coun te r -p o in ted  by the  
s tage  bus iness  o f  f a r c e ,  again ,  a f a m i l i a r  concept a t  which we expect 
to  laugh, even w h i l s t  r e c o i l i n g  from the  taboo-break ing  elements i t  
embraces .
What Orton has,  in f a c t ,  produced i s  an extremely b i t i n g  piece  
o f  soc ia l  s a t i r e ,  tak ing  in parody, f a r c e  and Comedy o f  Manners; 
b lack  humour abounds, but the  image o f  a thoroughly c o r ru p t  so c ie ty  
remains .  I t  i s  p o s s ib le  to  enjoy the  play e i t h e r  as f a r c i c a l  romp or 
as soc ia l  s a t i r e  - or both .  The choice l i e s  with the  audience.
NOTES
1 O r ig in a l ly  s u b t i t l e d  ' a  f a r c e '  and c a l l e d  Funeral Games, the  
t i t l e  was l a t e r  t r a n s f e r r e d  to  a sh o r t  play  q .v .
2 1928. Revived a t  the  National Theatre  in 1976.
3 I t  i s  a l so  d i f f i c u l t  to  ignore  the  s i g n i f i c a n c e  o f  Loot s p e l t
backwards in the  context  o f  the  Orton /Hal l iwel l  menage. (See
a lso  Lahr 1980 p . 135)
4 There are  many d e f i n i t i o n s  but "broad, p h y s ica l ,  v isua l  comedy 
whose e f f e c t s  are  pre -eminent ly  t h e a t r i c a l  and in tended s o le ly  
to  e n t e r t a i n "  covers most a spec ts  fo r  t h i s  purpose (OED).
5 See a lso  The Ruffian on the  S t a i r  note  3.
6 We have a l ready  seen examples of  repo r ted  crime which then
weaves i t s  way in to  the  s c r i p t  in both Ruff ian and S loane .
7 But c f .  Funeral Games which c o n s t i t u t e s  a f a i r l y  sweeping a t t a c k  
on r e l i g i o n s  g e n e r a l ly .
8 Andrew Mayne desc r ibe s  in d e t a i l  two o th e r  comparisons in the  
Methuen Student e d i t i o n  pp. x x v i -x x v i i .
9 See Lahr (1980) p p . 126-7. Worth a l so  makes t h i s  comment in 
Modern English Drama.
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10 Edna Welthorpe (Mrs) was a pseudonym adopted by Orton fo r  
w r i t i n g  outraged l e t t e r s  to  the  p ress  about h i s  own p lays .  A 
s e l e c t i o n  i s  publi shed in The Orton D ia r ie s  (1986).
11 "Before p r i s o n ,  1 had been vaguely conscious  o f  something 
r o t t e n  somewhere: pr ison  c r y s t a l l i z e d  t h i s , "  Orton s a id .  "The 
old whore s o c ie ty  r e a l l y  l i f t e d  up her s k i r t s  and th e  s tench was 
p r e t t y  f o u l . "  From Plays and Players  August 1965 - quoted in 
Lahr 1980, p . 152.
12 c f .  Dario Fo 's  Accidental  death  o f  an Anarch is t  (1970 & 1980) 
which i n c i d e n t a l l y  a l so  uses comic bus iness  involv ing a g la s s  
eye.  The quota t ion  from Shaw would be e n t i r e l y  ap p ro p r ia te  to  
Fo 's  play  too  and s t reng thens  the  l i n k  with Loot 's  su b jec t  
m a t te r .
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THE ERPINGHAM CAMP
The Erpinqham Camp w r i t t e n  in 1965 and r e w r i t t e n  in 1967 was, 
l i k e  The Good and Fa i th fu l  S e rv an t , o r i g i n a l l y  in tended fo r  
t e l e v i s i o n  and i t s  format i s  again a s t r i n g  o f  sh o r t  scenes:  t h i s
time only eleven in number.
O r to n ' s  s e l f - e d u c a t io n  under H a l l i w e l l ' s  guidance inc luded Greek 
t h e a t r e  and mythology and The Erpinqham Camp was in tended as h is  
ve rs ion  o f  The Bacchae. He o u t l in e d  h is  method o f  w r i t i n g  in an 
in te rv iew  with Alan B r ien , !  based on ideas  c u l le d  from the  Greeks:
"I always say to  myself  t h a t  the  t h e a t r e  i s  the  Temple o f  Dionysus,  
and not Apollo.  You do the  Dionysus th ing  on your  ty p e w r i t e r ,  and 
then you allow a l i t t l e  Apollo in ,  j u s t  a l i t t l e  to  shape and guide 
i t  along c e r t a i n  l i n e s  you may want to  go along. But you c a n ' t  allow 
Apollo in comple te ly ."  ( p . 15)
The Dionysiac would appeal to  O r ton ' s  p e r s o n a l i t y  and both Lahr 
and e s p e c i a l l y  Bigsby (1982) e l a b o r a te  on t h i s  theme. Bigsby ( p . 66) 
sugges ts  t h a t  in The Erpinqham Camp Orton "was c e l e b r a t in g  a play in 
which Eurip ides  was seemingly r e a c t in g  a g a in s t  the  Apollonian d r iv e  
o f  h i s  own c a r e e r ,  conceding a v i c to r y  o f  s o r t s  to  the  d i s r u p t i v e  
power of  Dionysus." I would sugges t  t h a t ,  w h i l s t  o f  i n t e r e s t ,
Bigsby 's  sp ecu la t io n s  about Eur ip ides  are  probably  more thorough than 
O r to n ' s :  t h a t  O r ton ' s  r e a c t io n  to  The Bacchae and to  t h e o r i e s  o f
Dionysian t h e a t r e  were i n s t i n c t i v e  r a t h e r  than reasoned 
(A pol lon ian!) .  Perhaps the  quo ta t ion  from an o u t l i n e  f o r  The
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Erpinqham Camp sen t  to  Lindsay Anderson in August 1964 (Lahr 1980
p . 338) supports  my view:
"This i s  a s to ry  of  an e ru p t io n ,  an exp los ion ,  an o u tb u r s t  . . .  
o f  i n s p i r a t i o n  . . .  A r e p r e s e n t a t i v e  group o f  s tu rd y ,  honest  
Engl ish fo lk ,  r e s p ec ta b ly  p leasu r in g  themselves a t  an August 
Holiday Camp, f ind  themselves sub jec ted  to  the  in f luence  o f  an 
in t e n s e ,  demonic l e a d e r .  The ir  convent ional  h a b i t s  - which 
anyway are  more sk in-deep than i s  g e n e r a l ly  supposed - a re  c a s t  
a s id e ;  they  fee l  l i b e r a t i o n ;  they abandon themselves under the  
t u t e l a g e  o f  Don (Dionysus) to  impulse . . .  P r o p r i e ty ,  in the  
person of  the  dubious manager o f  the  Camp, r a s h ly  a t tempts  to  
in t ru d e  and to  ve to .  But the  fo rces  o f  impulse are  too s t rong ;  
and ca ta s t ro p h e  can be the  only r e s u l t  . . . "
Martin Esslin,% w r i t in g  o f  the  1966 TV v e rs io n ,  i s  extremely
d ism is s ive  o f  O r ton 's  claim t h a t  The Erpinqham Camp i s  a reworking of
The Bacchae; n e i t h e r ,  he main ta ins ,  i s  i t  a success fu l  parody o f  i t .
I suspec t  E ss l in  was expecting too much - Orton makes no c la im to
w r i t i n g  a ' s e r i o u s '  polemical p lay .  To o b je c t  t h a t  "The
t r a n s p o s i t i o n  o f  the  p lo t  in to  a B r i t i s h  holiday  camp . . .  merely
lowers i t s  soc ia l  level  and t r i v i a l i z e s  the  p lo t"  impl ies  t h a t
contemporary playwrights  - in the  A r i s t o t e l i a n  view o f  Greek tragedy
- may only s a t i r i z e  i f  they keep t h e i r  s e t t i n g s  and c h a r a c t e r s  a t
a r i s t o c r a t i c  l e v e l s .  Twentieth cen tury  t h e a t r e  would be in a poor
s t a t e  i f  t h i s  ' r u l e '  were observed. Ess l in  underes t im ates  O r ton ' s
s k i l l  and h is  f i n a l  d ism iss ive  comment "The Erpinqham Camp i s  hard ly
more than an extended, and r a t h e r  f e e b le ,  c aba re t  sketch"  seems
p e t t i s h  and u n f o u n d e d . ^>4
Simon Shepherd (1978) th inks  d i f f e r e n t l y :  "I have spent some 
time on Erpinqham Camp because i t  i s  not only a g r e a t  p lay ,  but i t  
makes c l e a r  what I fee l  to  be c en t r a l  concerns o f  O r to n ' s  w r i t ing"
( i e  " the  en te r ta inm en t  i n s t i t u t i o n " ) .  And Shepherd has a l ready  t o ld
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us t h a t  "Not only i s  en te r ta inm en t  an in d u s t ry ,  but i t  t r a n s m i t s  a 
system o f  v a lu e s . "  And, as we have seen in the  plays  a l ready  d e a l t  
wi th ,  Orton shows us j u s t  how impoverished th e se  t r a n s m i t t e d  values  
have become. Shepherd, I would claim, i s  s t r e t c h i n g  a p o in t  to  
sugges t  t h a t  en te r ta inm ent  covers p ro fes s io n s  such as under taker s ,  
p s y c h i a t r i s t s  and nurses  (see p . 95 o f  h i s  paper ) .  For in s ta n ce ,  
al though "E n te r ta in ing"  i s  a keyword in E n te r t a in in g  Mr S loane , the  
play  i s n ' t  concerned with en te r ta inm ent  in the  same sense as i s  The 
Erpinqham Camp; n e i t h e r  i s  The Good and Fa i th fu l  S e rv a n t , in s p i t e  of  
(o r  even because of)  the  soc ia l  club scenes as I have a ttempted to  
show. In the  sense t h a t  a l l  o f  O r ton ' s  plays  keep us c l e a r l y  aware 
o f  the  f a c t  t h a t  we are  in a t h e a t r e ,  and in the  sense t h a t  rece ived  
views o f  what t h e a t r e  and e s p e c i a l l y  TV should be - and Orton, l i k e  
Balso S n e l l , 5  was r e b e l l i n g  a g a in s t  m id d le -c la ss  t h e a t r e  and i t s  way 
o f  r e in f o r c in g  e s t a b l i s h e d  soc ia l  norms - then ,  yes ,  th e  fundamental 
s t r u c t u r e  o f  O r ton ' s  work i s  concerned with en te r ta in m en t .  Orton 
c e r t a i n l y  wanted to  shock us out o f  our a p a th e t i c  and comfortable  
s t a t e  but he c o u l d n ' t  r e s i s t  e n t e r t a i n i n g  us a t  the  same time.
In h is  d i a r i e s  (ed.  Lahr 1986), Orton t e l l s  us in the  e n t ry  fo r  
23rd January  1967 t h a t  he intended to  w r i t e  a play  " se t  in p r ison"  
c a l l e d  Love Lies Bleeding, which would be "in the  main, a s a t i r e  on 
Genet, using much o f  the  s to ry  o f  Querel le  o f  Brest  . . .  I had 
o r i g i n a l l y  intended to  make Where love l i e s  b leeding  a parody on 
Brecht.  This worried me s l i g h t l y  because I ' v e  a l ready  parodied 
Brecht in The Erpinqham Camp".
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There a re  d e f i n i t e  s igns  o f  Brechtian  devices  in the  p lay ,  not 
l e a s t  in the  use o f  music,  which I sha l l  d i scu ss  l a t e r .  But d i r e c t l y  
or  i n d i r e c t l y ,  B re ch t ' s  presence can be f e l t  in most o f  O r to n ' s  work 
j u s t  as h i s  in f luence  has pervaded the  w r i t i n g  and product ion  o f  much 
contemporary drama, o f ten  subconsciously .  As d iscovered  in Loot, the  
t h e a t r i c a l i t y  of  the  language and s t y l e ,  t o g e th e r  with the  
d i s l o c a t i o n  caused by the  c o n f l i c t  between dia logue and a c t i o n ,  or 
d ia logue ,  con ten t  and tone ,  has a s t rong d i s t a n c in g  e f f e c t .  The 
audience i s  forced to  cons ide r  the  play  o b je c t iv e ly  as a r e s u l t  and, 
as Brecht and perhaps l e s s  d i d a c t i c a l l y  Orton would hope, th in k  about 
th e  events  and ideas  p resented  to  them. Comedy and f a r c e  as genres 
add to  t h i s  o b j e c t i v i t y .
With The Erpinqham Camp Orton adds two f u r t h e r  innova t ions  to  
h i s  work. One i s  a c a s t  o f  nine c h a r a c te r s  (p lus  as many e x t r a s  as 
production budgets w i l l  a l low).  Although the  play  opens with a 
duologue - in t h i s  case  between Erpingham himself  and Riley - which 
s e t s  up the  p lo t  and the  c h a r ac te r s  in O r ton ' s  usual m a n n e r , G the  
au thor  goes on to  handle scenes o f  anarchic  f a r c e  with g r e a t  s k i l l .
He had doub t less  b e n e f i t t e d  from the  exper ience  of  see ing Loot go 
through lengthy r e h e a r s a l ,  d i r e c t i o n  and r e w r i t in g  p rocesses  which, 
coupled with h is  own a c t in g  t r a i n i n g ,  would be o f  g r e a t  he lp  once 
a s s im i l a t e d .  The actua l exper ience of  having plays  s taged  and/or  
t e l e v i s e d  would a lso  add confidence and know-how.
The second change was a move from comparative re a l i sm ,  
p a r t i c u l a r l y  v i t a l  in the  p lay ing ,  to  the  l a r g e r - t h a n - l i f e ,  almost
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s u r r e a l i s t i c  q u a l i t i e s  o f  The Erpinqham Camp. The c h a r a c t e r s ,  
e s p e c i a l l y  Erpingham, have the  q u a l i t y  o f  car toon c h a r a c t e r s ;  
n e v e r th e l e s s ,  al though needing to  be played with an awareness of  the  
s t y l e  and u n r e a l i t y  o f  the  language, they  should s t i l l  take  
themselves  very s e r io u s ly  f o r  th e  p lay  to  achieve i t s  impact. There 
i s  co ns ide rab le  use o f  what Kennedy (1983) c a l l s  counter -speech  "or 
the  co u n te r -p o in t in g  o f  verbal s t y l e s  whereby the  speakers  t a l k  to  
each o th e r  in sharp ly  opposed or  ' o r c h e s t r a t e d '  s p e e c h - s ty le s :  
d i s t i n c t  in q u a n t i t y ,  shape,  t e x t u r e ,  and so on." This high
s t y l i s a t i o n  which emerged in Loot was to  be played with in Funeral
Games and used to  b re a th - ta k in g  e f f e c t  in What the  B u t le r  Saw.
In The Erpinqham Camp, Orton achieves  a success fu l  fus ion  of  
language and a c t i o n ,  s k i l f u l l y  punctuated  with music. There was a 
simple but e f f e c t i v e  a ttempt to  use piano accompaniment and communal 
s inging  in The Good and Fa i th fu l  Servant ( q .v . )  but here  Orton has 
gone much f u r t h e r ,  with music augmenting, commenting on and 
unde r l in ing  dia logue  and a c t io n .  Both Charney (1984 pp. 66-7) and 
Shepherd (1978) comment on the  use o f  music to  emphasise p o in t s  in 
t h i s  p lay .  The l a t t e r  sugges ts  t h a t ,  p a r t i c u l a r l y  in r e l a t i o n  to  
Erpingham's speeches,  the  e f f e c t  o f  the  music i s  " ex t rav ag an t ,  camp, 
outrageous.  I t  d e l i b e r a t e l y  goes over the  top .  I t ' s  a way not j u s t  
o f  s e l l i n g  us something but of  demonst ra t ing what i s  being so ld .  We 
note  the  adver ti sement and re-examine the  p ro d u c t . "  This t i e s  in 
with The Erpinqham Camp's o v e r - th e - to p  s t y l e  and frames what i s  sa id
Shepherd r i g h t l y  sugges ts  t h a t  the  choice o f  music both l a b e l s  and
a l i e n a t e s  in a Brechtian  sense "The exaggera t ion  makes us consc ious
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o f  label  as l a b e l ,  o f  message as message." Music i s  a l so  used in a 
more s t r a ig h t fo rw a rd  sense ie  f o r  camp song-and-dance en te r ta in m en t .  
In th e se  in s t a n c e s ,  Orton i s  merely s c e n e - s e t t i n g ,  provid ing  a 
c o n t r a s t  f o r  the  anarchy to  fo llow and poking f a i r l y  g e n t l e  fun a t  
the  ' c o r n y '  n a tu re  o f  hol iday  camp e n te r t a in m en t .?
There i s  one i n t e r e s t i n g  use o f  mime again a t  the  end o f  Scene 
7, where Harrison and Mason in spec t  a process ion  of  food. A t r o l l e y  
o f  cold meat inc lud ing  a "p i g ' s  head and t r o t t e r s " i s  wheeled p a s t  
them, accompanied by the  Dead March from S a u l . "The co r tege  passes  
in f r o n t  o f  Mason and W E Harrison who bow t h e i r  heads ." Apart  from 
th e  obvious joke o f  choice  o f  music and what H G W el l s ' s  Mr Polly  
would have c a l l e d  "Funereal baked meats",  t h i s  i s  a symbolic 
r e p r e s e n ta t i o n  o f  what i s  to  come. There w i l l  be bloodshed: the
campers w i l l  be denied the  food intended f o r  them; Erpingham w i l l  d ie  
( the  p i g ' s  head?) and th e re  w i l l  be a funera l  p rocess ion .  More 
d e t a i l e d  d i scuss ion  of  the  uses o f  language, a c t ion  and music w i l l  be 
d e a l t  with when I cons ider  the  ind iv idua l  c h a r a c t e r s ,  as w i l l  the  
device  o f  c lo th in g  as r i t u a l  and method o f  c h a r a c t e r  c o n s t r u c t io n  and 
d e co n s t ru c t io n ,  which Orton uses again .
The Erpinqham Camp can be seen as a d i r e c t  metaphor f o r  B r i t a i n ,  
with Erpingham himself  as another  a u th o r i t y  f i g u r e  ( c f .  T r u s c o t t ,  Mrs 
Vealfoy, Ranee).  Fur ther  to  t h i s  view, the  a c t i v i t i e s  w i th in  the  
camp must be seen as analogous to  l i f e  and behaviour  in 1960s 
England. At t h i s  s i m p l i s t i c  l e v e l ,  i t  i s  not as powerful a metaphor 
as t h a t  o f  the  company in The Good and Fa i th fu l  S e rv a n t , wi th i t s
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Orwellian r e l e n t l e s s n e s s ,  but t h e re  are  f u r t h e r  l e v e l s  to  be
considered  here .  Erpingham has a v i s io n  o f  c r e a t in g  an "Ear th ly
Paradise"  not only wi th in  the  camp but over the  whole o f  England:
Rows o f  Enter ta inment  Centres  down lov e ly ,  unspoiled  b i t s  
o f  the  c o a s t ,  across  de se r ted  moorland and barren mountain­
s id e .  The Ea r th ly  Parad ise .  Ah . . .  He s t a r e s  r a p t l y  in to
the  d i s t a n c e . I can hear i t .  I can touch i t .  And the
s ig h t  i s  haunt ingly  b e a u t i f u l ,  R i ley .  Music: The Holy 
C i t y . T h e r e ' l l  be dancing. And music. Colourful  scenes .  
O f f i c i a l  pageantry .  Trained drum Majore t tes  w i l l  march 
hourly  across  the  greensward."  ( p . 281)
And so on. The music here makes a very i r o n i c  comment on the
c o n t r a s t  between the  Holy City  and Erpingham's m a t e r i a l i s t i c  v i s io n .
I t  i s  a l so  an amusing p a s t i ch e  o f  the  old Hollywood techn ique  where
music swel ls  in the  background w h i l s t  some (supposedly) s i g n i f i c a n t
speech i s  being made by the  h e ro /he ro ine .
Erpingham i s  in t h i s  sense a C h r i s t  f i g u r e  - s en t  to  save us by 
bu i ld ing  a new Jerusa lem "on England's green and p le a s a n t  land" - 
(The im p l ica t ion  being t h a t  i t  wi l l  be something l i k e  Milton 
Keynes!).  The camp becomes a metaphor f o r  a new Jerusalem too ,  and 
t h i s  i s  r e in fo r ce d  by Erpingham's apo theos is ,  a s a c r i f i c e  f o r  the  
good o f  mankind, a t  the  end of  the  p lay .
Orton, who followed O sca r ' s  advice by never r e s i s t i n g  
tem p ta t ion ,  s t r e s s e s  h is  Greek antecedents  through R i l e y ' s  warning 
following Erpingham's g r e a t  v i s io n  ( p . 282): "Oh, take  c a r e ,  s i r .  One 
f l i c k  of  F o r tune ' s  wheel and y o u ' l l  be brought low." He mentions 
" fo o l i s h  p r ide"  and f i n i s h e s  "I know too well what th e  punishment i s  
f o r  your kind of  s in .  I t ' s  w r i t t e n  over and over again in th e  books 
of  th e  Ancient East .  And in the  Bible t o o . "  We are  reminded o f  the
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d i r e  r e s u l t s  o f  hubr is  and, in p a r t i c u l a r ,  o f  Pentheus'  f a l l  f o r  
r e fu s in g  to  recognise  the  Dionysian element in mankind's c h a r a c te r .  
Both elements are  made c l e a r  when we lea rn  t h a t  Erpingham, l i k e  
Pentheus w i l l  be destroyed by impassioned r e v e l l e r s  and, more 
sym bol ica l ly ,  Erpingham w il l  be brought low f o r  h is  p r id e .  However, 
not  con ten t  with C h r i s t  and Pentheus,  Erpingham i s  a l so  an a u th o r i t y  
f i g u r e  par e x c e l l e n c e : a megalomaniac o f  almost H i t l e r i a n
p ro p o r t io n s .  For example, a f t e r  the  d iscovery  o f  p l a s t i c  ducks s tuck  
to g e th e r  and causing an o b s t ru c t io n  in the  to d d le r s  paddling pool "I 
want those  ducks des t royed .  We've no t ime f o r  hedon is ts  here .  My 
camp i s  a pure camp" ( p . 279) and l a t e r  he announces a s o - c a l l e d  
' e n t e r t a i n m e n t ' :  "A Jewish ex-serviceman i s  a t  t h i s  moment t e l l i n g
of  h is  exper iences  both during and a f t e r  the  Nazis '  r i s e  to  power.
In the  Number Two din ing  h a l l .  Admission f r e e . "  (pp 283-4) .  The 
b a n a l i t y  o f  ho liday camp t r i v i a l i t y  makes the  su b jec t  even more 
incongruous.  In f a c t ,  t h e re  are  h in t s  o f  J a r r y ' s  Ubu Roi in 
Erpingham's m a k e - u p , 8 with h is  r i d i c u lo u s  and grandiose  schemes, 
al though Ubu i s  c a r r i e d  to  g r e a t e r  extremes than Erpingham.
Erpingham's mess ianic  plan i s  the  c en t r a l  i s sue  o f  the  p lay  but 
i t  unfolds a g a in s t  the  following p l o t :  Chief Redcoat Riley has
ambitions to  become Entertainments  Organiser ;  he ge t s  h is  chance and 
h is  i n e p t i tu d e  r e s u l t s  in v io lence  and t o t a l  anarchy lead ing  
e v en tu a l ly  to  the  death o f  Erpingham and r e tu r n  to  s a n i t y  by the  
r e v o l t i n g  campers. Riley i s  the  c a t a l y s t  f o r  the  e n t i r e  a c t i o n ,  as 
well as being I r i s h  and th e re fo re  an excuse fo r  more I r i s h / c a t h o l i c  
jo k es .
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Erpingham i s  given to  heightened and sweeping s ta tem en ts  (we 
have a l ready  looked a t  h i s  g re a t  v i s i o n ) ,  in keeping with h i s  grand 
schemes, as well as moments o f  t r u t h :  "Human beings need s a n c tu a r i e s ,  
Ri ley ,  as well as b i r d s .  The world i s  in danger o f  f o r g e t t i n g  the  
f a c t . "  ( p . 281) Orton a lso  puts  in to  Erpingham's camp announcements an 
a t t a c k  on English 'good t a s t e ' ,  a su b jec t  about which he had s t rong 
v iew s .9 The dia logue i s  made up ( p . 283) o f  en te r ta inm en t  
announcements and comments upon them by campers; i t  inc ludes  remarks 
about the  Chinese,  the  Jewish/Nazi s i t u a t i o n  (see  above),  a woman and 
her dog e n te r in g  f o r  the  Mother and Child compet it ion (overtones  of  
F irbankian blasphemy h e r e ) , 10 and the  d i sab led  - a joke  in the  
c l a s s i c  Orton manner ( p . 283):
Erpingham: Our d i s a b i l i t y  bonus was won by Mr Laur ie Russel of
Market Harborough. Both L a u r ie ' s  legs  were 
c e r t i f i e d  " ab so lu te ly  u se le s s"  by our Resident 
Medical O f f i c e r .  Yet he performed the  Twist  and the  
Bossa Nova to  the  tune s p e c i f i e d  on the  en trance  
form.
Ted: He f e l l  over,  though. Twice
Lou: They help them a l o t ,  d o n ' t  they? That b l ind  woman
would've never found the  d iv ing-board  i f  the  
audience h a d n ' t  shouted out .
The sheer  m a t t e r - o f - f a c tn e s s  o f  t h i s  h e a r t l e s s  exchange provides  
the  necessary  d i s ta n ce  fo r  comedy: al though exaggera ted t h e r e  i s  an 
uncomfortable edge of  t r u t h  conta ined  in i t  too .
There i s  cons iderab le  use o f  r i t u a l  in Erpingham's doings ,  where 
ac t ion  i s  re in fo rce d  by language, as well as music and l i g h t i n g  
e f f e c t s .  On the  grand s ca le ,  the  i n v e s t i t u r e  o f  Riley as temporary 
e n te r t a in m en t s '  o rg a n is e r  involves  a r i t u a l  f a r  in excess  o f  the  
occas ion and smacks o f  a Royal Gar te r  ceremony. I t  involves  the
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p re s e n ta t i o n  o f  sash and badge, with Padre as aco ly te  and ends with 
Riley "bathed in an unear th ly  r a d ia n c e " to  a background o f  Zadock the  
p r i e s t  and Nathan the  Prophet anoin ted Solomon King".  Then to  a 
background o f  Land o f  Hope and Glory we are  given the  following 
C h u rch i l l i an  encouragement:
"Your reward w i l l  be the  h e a r t f e l t  thanks o f  the  whole 
o f  our community. Tonight i s  your t e s t i n g  t ime.  Let the  
s p i r i t  o f  E n te rp r i se  and Achievement go with you. Remember 
our Glorious Dead. How many s o l d i e r s  have had t a sk s  l i k e  
yours? And c a r r i e d  them through - though t h e i r  l i v e s  were 
f o r f e i t .  The courage and g r i t  t h a t  founded Empires s t i l l  
s t an d s .  And when, Riley ,  we p l a n t  our f i r s t  f l a g  upon the  
white ,  untouched p la in s  of  Asia - you w i l l  be in our thoughts  
t h a t  day.  The Camps o f  Ind ia ,  the  Eternal  Tents o f  the  
East  w i l l  echo to  your name as we remember the  deed with 
which you won your spurs .  And in those  t imes  we s h a l l  
r e j o i c e  t h a t ,  o f  your own f r e e  w i l l ,  you were born an 
Englishman." ( p . 289)
This c o l l e c t i o n  of  b a t t l e - s c a r r e d , m i l i t a r y  and p a t r i o t i c  
c l i c h e s ,  with the  V ic to r ian p leasu re  in p e r s o n i f i c a t i o n  and 
a b s t r a c t i o n ! !  a re ,  I suspec t ,  e x ac t ly  the  kind o f  th in g  Taylor (1971) 
had in mind when speaking of  t h i s  p lay .  He has been taken to  t a s k  by 
most o f  the  o th e r  commentators mentioned in t h i s  t h e s i s  f o r  h i s  
genera l  d e n ig ra t io n  of  O r ton 's  t a l e n t s  but of  The Erpinqham Camp he 
says "Orton 's  use o f  language here i s  a l so  a t  h is  most m as te r ly :  the
c o n s ta n t ly  repea ted  formulas cu l led  from sentimenta l  jou rna l i sm  
serve  not only to  amuse in themselves ,  but to  t e l l  us something about 
the  c h a r a c te r s  who use them, to  l i m i t  and d i r e c t  our response  to  
t h e m . . . "  The speech c i t e d  above shows too  the  r i d i c u l o u s  e x t e n t  of 
Erpingham's ambition and mocks the  importance we o f ten  a t t a c h  to  
q u i t e  t r i v i a l  even ts .  The use o f  music tu rn s  the  whole speech and
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i t s  con tex t  in to  one big f a m i l i a r  c l i c h e  and, as such, makes i t  
funny.
Orton br ings  us back to  e a r th  with a bump by fo llowing t h i s  
p e ro ra t io n  with some sharp music -hal l  o n e - l i n e r s .  The nonsense of 
p r id e  in choosing to  be an Englishman i s  ru ined  by Riley:
Riley: I was born in County Mayo, s i r .
Erpingham: I r e land  counts as England.
Riley: Not with the  I r i s h ,  s i r .  ( p . 289)
and i s  guaranteed to  br ing a wry laugh.  The scene f i n i s h e s  with the  
Padre a t t i r i n g  Erpingham in evening d r e s s ,  e x ac t ly  p a r a l l e l i n g  the  
d re s s ing  of  the  Pope in B re ch t ' s  Life in G a l i l e o . (In The Ruffian  on
the  S t a i r , E n te r t a in in g  Mr Sloane and The Good and Fa i th fu l  S e rv a n t ,
c lo th in g  was used to  reduce c h a r a c te r s  - here i t  bu i ld s  them up. )  
There i s  an amusing comment on the  e f f e c t  o f  t h i s  enrobing  on 
Erpingham. At the  beginning he o rders  "I 'm going to  undress .  Padre.  
Cover up the  p o r t r a i t  o f  Her Majesty "sugges ting  r e s p e c t . 1% By the  
t ime he i s  transformed by the  add i t io n  o f  c o r s e t  and t a i l - c o a t ,  he 
commands "Take the  b l in d fo ld  from Her Majesty.  I can give her an 
audience now." Note the  se l f - im por tance  i m p l i c i t  in the  switch in 
r e l a t i o n s h i p  here ;  a l so  the  tendency to  ' g i l d  the  l i l y '  when he 
sprays h is  gardenia  with scent ( p . 299) - a g e s tu re  which d e f l a t e s  the  
c h a r a c t e r  by emphasising h is  excesses .
Once anarchy has e rup ted ,  Erpingham adopts the  language and tone 
o f  unbending a u th o r i t y  with p a r t i c u l a r  concern f o r  the  damage to  
p rope r ty .  For example, h is  exchange with Ted ( p . 306):
Erpingham: You must r e a l i s e  t h a t  p rope r ty  has been damaged.
Ted: The m ajo r i ty  c a n ' t  be held r e sp o n s ib le  f o r  the
e x p lo i t s  of  an i r r e s p o n s i b l e  m ino r i ty .
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Erpingham: I f  m a j o r i t i e s  allow themselves to  be swayed by
m i n o r i t i e s ,  i r r e s p o n s ib l e  or  no t ,  they must take  the  
consequences.
and, in a r e tu r n  to  the  a r rogan t  manner, t h i s  t ime with the  
melodramatic d ia logue  o f  the  d is appo in ted  mil l-owner  perhaps r a t h e r  
than p a t r i o t :
"You have damaged my p rope r ty ,  poured scorn upon my s t a f f  
and in s u l t e d  me. You've c a s t  my h o s p i t a l i t y  in my face .
And y e t ,  the  b i t t e r  t a s t e  o f  i n g r a t i t u d e  not dry upon my 
l i p s ,  you come to  me with your  a r rogan t  demands. No. You 
must be taugh t  a le s so n .  There w i l l  be no food t o n i g h t .
I sha l l  not give way. You can s leep  in the  open. The
c h a l e t  a rea  i s  c losed  u n t i l  f u r t h e r  n o t i c e . "  ( p . 307)
At the  very beginning of  the  p lay ,  Erpingham says "I d i d n ' t  make
the  r u l e s .  Chief Redcoat Riley ,  I only c a r ry  them out" but by the
time anarchy has been l e t  loose in scene 9, megalomania has s e t  in
and, d e sp i t e  the  urg ings o f  h i s  s t a f f  to  give in ,  he proc la ims "This
i s  my kingdom. I make the  laws" ( p . 307).  This p a r a l l e l s  h i s  change
in a t t i t u d e  to  the  Queen desc r ibed  e a r l i e r .  Orton has tu rned
Erpingham from an a u t h o r i t a r i a n  with a v i s io n  in to  a mad d i c t a t o r ,
but in t y p ic a l  Orton manner, he mocks the  c u l tu r a l  va lues  o f  20th
cen tury  low er-m iddle-c lass  England a t  the  same time " I t ' s  my
in t e n t io n  to  defy the  fo rces  o f  Anarchy with a l l  t h a t  i s  b e s t  in
tw en t ie th  cen tury  c i v i l i s a t i o n .  I sha l l  put a record  o f  Russ Conway
on the  gram and browse through a James Bond." ( p . 308).
Before fol lowing Erpingham through to  h is  martyrdom, l e t  us look 
a t  the  r e p r e s e n t a t i v e s  o f  the  people in the  persons o f  Ken and Eileen 
and Ted and Lou. We are  in troduced to  them a t  an ( i n t e n t i o n a l l y )  
g h a s t ly  soc ia l  g a ther ing  in a c h a l e t ,  o rganised by the  a s p i r i n g ,  
upwardly-mobile Ted and Lou. Orton n e a t ly  p o in t s  the  s u b t l e
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d i f f e r e n c e s  in t h e i r  soc ia l  background through d ia logue ,  al though the  
mere f a c t  of  t h e i r  a l l  being a t  a hol iday  camp tends  to  cancel out 
any rea l  d i f f e r e n c e s .  Characte rs  are  e s t a b l i s h e d  qu ick ly :  Ei leen
speaks only in a permutation o f  c l i c h e s ,  c h i e f  amongst them being 
"Our love was banned", "I 'm expec t ing ."  Any longer  speeches she 
makes are  u su a l ly  w e l l - l a rd e d  with the se  s logans .
Kenny fo llows a s im i l a r  p a t t e r n  "We knew we were made f o r  each 
o th e r  from the  f i r s t  moment" ( p . 284),  w h i l s t  "I knocked her d a d 's  
t e e t h  in .  I c a n ' t  s tand in to le ran ce"  ( p . 286) encapsu la te s  h is  
c h a r a c t e r .  Another Ortonesque joke but i t  e s t a b l i s h e s  Kenny's easy 
r e s o r t  to  v io lence  when words f a i l  him. There i s  a l so  a tendency in 
both o f  them to  use "we" in c e s s a n t ly  which has the  e f f e c t  of  
unde r l in ing  t h e i r  la ck  of  development as in d iv id u a l s  and t h e i r  need 
to  r e l a t e  to  mass-generated  ideas ,  as well as to  each o th e r .
Ted tends to  be p a t ro n i s in g :  " I t ' s  c l e a r ,  i f  you d o n ' t  mind me 
saying so,  Kenneth, t h a t  you 've  no rea l  knowledge o f  the  English 
p o l i t i c a l  scene.  Your labour  p a r ty  scandals  have inc reased  
cons iderab ly  of  l a t t e r  y e a r s . "  ( p . 285) The assumption t h a t  Kenny 
must be a Labour pa r ty  suppor te r  i s  p a t ro n i s in g  in Ted 's  usage ( in  
f a c t ,  Kenny's behaviour l a t e r  marks him down as a more l i k e l y  
candida te  f o r  the  National Front)  and note  too how much the  use of  
"Kenneth", even though the  c h a r a c te r  has been in troduced by Lou as 
"Kenny", t e l l s  us about him. S im i la r ly ,  Lou i s  completely  caught in 
the  fo llowing passage ( p . 285):
s  M Harvey 137
" I ' v e  always found them ( the  Young Conservatives)  p o l i t e  
and sympathet ic  people .  I used to  spend an hour or two 
th e r e  every Thursday and Saturday.  I met the  daughter  of  
a b r a i n - s p e c i a l i s t  on one occas ion .  She was p lay ing  t a b l e -  
t e n n i s  and she asked me i f  I ' d  a c t  as s c o r e r .  Of course ,  
you ge t  your snobs t h e r e ,  same as anywhere e l s e .  But on 
th e  whole, I enjoyed myself ."
This passage i s  i t s  own commentary. The whole scene i s  a parody o f  a
conversa t ion  and sounds r a t h e r  l i k e  four  p a r r o t s ,  two o f  whom have an
even more l im i t ed  range o f  language than the  o th e r s .
Scene 6, s e t  in the  Grand Ballroom, i s  the  p iv o t  o f  the  ac t io n .  
I t  s t a r t s  o f f  with songs,  smutty p a t t e r  and t e r r i b l e  gags.  During 
the  course o f  the  scene,  Kenny i s  transformed - as p a r t  o f  the  ' f u n '
- both l i t e r a l l y  and m e taphor ica l ly  in to  an animal. He i s  co-e rced 
in to  donning a leopard -sk in  in o rder  to  enjoy "a wonderful week as 
our r e s i d e n t  'Tarzan of  the  Apes'" ( p . 295).  Ei leen and Lou are  
i n v i t e d  to  p a r t i c i p a t e  in a 'Who can scream the  l o u d e s t '  compet it ion ; 
Ted i s  persuaded to  take  o f f  h is  j a c k e t  and t r o u s e r s  to  dance the  
can-can; meanwhile Mason plays  her accordion and Harrison waves 
f l a g s .  The ease with which some people can be persuaded to  behave in 
the  most degrading and lud ic rous  manner i s  s u re ly  not o v e r - s t a t e d  by 
Orton. We have only to  look a t  many TV quiz and 'game'  programmes to  
see how w i l l i n g l y  people allow themselves to  be ex p lo i te d  f o r  gain or 
fame.13
What Orton does i s  to  produce t h i s  bacchanal ia  o f  no ise  and 
movement and then l e t  i t  ge t  out o f  hand. Ei leen becomes h y s t e r i c a l  
from screaming, Riley s lap s  her to  calm her down and Kenny r e a c t s  
p r e d i c t a b l y .  The slogans s t a r t :  "Hit  a pregnant  woman? You p ig ! " .
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"He h i t  me! I 'm an expec tan t  mother!" - and th e  blows f a l l  as 
language f a l t e r s .  By Scene 8, blood has been s p i l l e d ,  e s p e c i a l l y  
R i l e y ' s .  Thus, with Kenny s t i l l  in h i s  l e o p a rd - sk in ,  Ted s t i l l  minus 
h i s  t r o u s e r s ,  and everyone d i sh e v e l l e d ,  the  Dionysian r i t e s  have 
tu rned  sour .  E i leen ,  l i k e  a French r e v o lu t io n a ry  hag, i s  screaming 
f o r  blood too by t h i s  t ime and even Ted and Lou are  ind ignan t .
Bigsby (1982) a cc u ra te ly  de sc r ibe s  Kenny and Ei leen as "a working- 
c l a s s  couple whose i n s t i n c t i v e  v io lence  i s  p resen ted  as a s u b s t i t u t e  
f o r  the  language which f o r  the  most p a r t  they a re  so s i g n a l l y  
incapable  o f  deploy ing ."
As the  mayhem develops ,  c h a r a c te r s  on both s id es  drop f u r t h e r  
in to  s te reo typed  r o l e s ,  and even Erpingham i s  drawn in to  the  
v io len ce .  Action takes  over from words and a t t e m p t s . a t  reason are  
thwarted ,  c h i e f l y  by Erpingham's power-crazed in t r a n s ig e n c e .  Even 
Kenny makes a l a s t  d i t c h  a ttempt a t  language "You c a n ' t  r e p a i r  the  
damage to  your p roper ty  by denying us food. Where's your log ic?"
Only to  be p u b l i c ly  r i d i c u l e d  by the  v isua l  joke under l ined  in 
Erpingham's rep ly  ( p . 306):  "You s tand dressed  in a leopard  skin  and 
woolly cardigan c a l l i n g  on log ic?  You're l i k e  an a t h e i s t  praying to  
h i s  God." There i s  even a piece  o f  elementary philosophy used 
a r ro g a n t ly  but c rush ing ly  by Erpingham ( p . 307):  "You're t a l k i n g  
nonsense.  You have no r i g h t s .  You have c e r t a i n  p r i v i l e g e s  which can 
be withdrawn. I am withdrawing them." Erpingham's play with meaning 
i s  p a r t i c u l a r l y  v i t a l  here because i t  i s  the  complete a n t i t h e s i s  o f  
Kenny's r e a c t i o n .  I t  i s  a t  t h i s  po in t  t h a t ,  as Taylor (1971) puts  i t  
"we see the  convention breaking down under the  impact o f  exper ience .
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so t h a t  when Kenny, the  love-ban husband, suddenly squares  up to  
Erpingham with the  c ry  'Y o u ' l l  pay f o r  t h i s ,  you ignoran t  f u c k e r ! ' ,  
the  e f f e c t  i s  q u i t e  as ca tac lysmic  as t h a t  o f  any o f  th e  physical  
v io lence  d e p ic t e d . "  The impact i s  s t a r t l i n g  because,  al though Orton 
l i k e s  to  shock us sex u a l ly ,  he r a r e l y  r e s o r t s  to  crude language to  
achieve t h i s  end. When he does,  i t  i s  t h e r e f o r e  e f f e c t i v e  and 
purpose fu l .  Every c l i c h e  o f  co n f ro n ta t io n  has been deployed, crowned 
by Erpingham's u n in t e n t io n a l ly  i r o n i c  "This whole ep isode has been 
fermented by a handful o f  i n t e l l e c t u a l s "  ( p . 308) .  Scene 10 o f f e r s  us 
a parody o f  p o l i t i c a l  can t  again h ig h l ig h t in g  the  c l a s s  d i f f e r e n c e s  
between the  two couples .  Ted r e p re se n t s  the  voice o f  reason ,  the  
need to  adhere to  the  law; Kenny becomes suddenly e loquent  in h i s  own 
more l im i t e d  way. Their  d i a l e c t i c  i s  p r e d ic t a b l y  and amusingly 
banal .  The f i n a l  slogan however i s  v i o l e n t  - Lou and Ted draw back, 
Ei leen convenien t ly  fo r g e t s  her ' d e l i c a t e '  c o n d i t io n ,  echoing her 
husband 's  v io lence  o f  ac t ion  and language. The scene ends with a 
march on the  s to r e s  to  the  accompaniment, not s u r p r i s i n g l y ,  o f  U  
M a r s e i l l a i s e .
The f in a l  scene produces a stream of  'Greek/Shakespearean 
messengers '  rushing in to  Erpingham's o f f i c e  br ing ing  news o f  var ious  
d i s a s t e r s .  Looting, raping and arson are  r e p o r t e d ;  Ei leen i s  heard 
s ing ing  Kees-up Mother Brown over the  pub l ic  address  system. There 
i s  an amusing parody of  the  s t a t e  o f  the  fo rce s  when s t a f f  a re  
repo r ted  as d e s e r t i n g ,  which a lso  reminds us o f  the  'camp as England'  
metaphor o f  the  whole:
Erpingham: Call a s t a f f  meeting.  The s i t u a t i o n  must be
thoroughly  looked i n to .
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Riley: You h a v en ' t  got a s t a f f ,  s i r .  The Resident  Medical
O f f i ce r  went an hour ago. The Chief Engineer and 
the  S e c u r i ty  O f f i c e r  have gone w i th in  th e  l a s t  few 
minutes.
Erpingham: We've l o s t  Medicine, Science and Defence. Any
more?
Riley: The Liberal  A r t s ,  s i r .  Represented by th e  woman a t
the  pos tcard  s tand .
Erpingham: What am I l e f t  with? (He looks a t  the  Padre,
Harr ison , Mason and R i l e y ) Music, Rel ig ion and the 
S p i r i t  o f  Independent I r e l a n d .  The cause i s  l o s t .
( p . 313)
Chaos ensues ,  repo r ted  by Erpingham v ia  h is  f i e l d  g l a s s e s .  He 
becomes g rand iose ,  p o e t ic  and b i b l i c a l  when Mason (as honorary 
v i r g i n )  and the  Padre are  sen t  out to  s t r a i n s  o f  Gounod's Ave Maria 
to  quell  the  rab b le :  "The r ab b le ,  led  by t h e i r  l e a d e r ,  approaches the 
very doors of  Government. With re v o lu t io n a ry  banners f ly i n g  they 
stream through the  mis ts  o f  a bloody dawn." and "Blessed a re  the  
Meek! A simple p a r i sh  p r i e s t  has que l led  the  anger of  the  
p o l i t i c a l l y  unawakened. As the  dove a l ig h te d  on the  Ark a f t e r  the  
Flood, b r inging  hope to  those  w i th in ,  so too he s e t t l e s  our f e a r s  and 
calms our t roub led  though ts ."  ( p . 314) Unlike Kenny, Erpingham can 
always f in d  words to  s u i t  the  occas ion.  When, however, t h i s  success 
i s  s h o r t - l i v e d ,  he p ragm at ica l ly  sugges ts  ( p . 315) "We'll have a 
couple of  verses  of  Love Divine,  All Loves E x c e l l in g , Padre.  I t ' s  
f i r e - h o s e s ,  t e a r - g a s  and the  boot from then on."  The choice  o f  hymn 
provides  appos i te  comment in t r u l y  Brechtian  fash ion  on the  v io lence  
to  follow.
A v ic ious  f r e e - f o r - a l l  ensues ,  brought to  a h a l t  when Erpinqham 
ab rup t ly  d isappears  through a hole which opens up in the  f l o o r .  A 
s i l e n c e  f a l l s . In the  in t ro d u c t io n  to  the  Complete Plays ( p . 25) Lahr 
t a l k s  of  O r ton 's  coup de t h e a t r e  a t  the  end o f  What the  B u t le r  saw
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( q . v . )  and sugges ts  t h a t  he worked t h i s  e f f e c t  in to  th e  r e w r i t e  of
The Erpinqham Camp, quoting Orton as fo l lows:
"I had an i n s p i r a t i o n  on the  end. In th e  o r ig in a l  
t e l e v i s i o n  play Erpingham f a l l s  from a h ig h-d iv ing  board.
I ' d  r a t h e r  c lumsi ly  made t h i s  p o s s ib le  f o r  the  s tage  by
making him f a l l  out o f  the  window. This i s n ' t  good.
I ' d  been t r y i n g  to  th in k  o f  some way to  k i l l  him s w i f t l y ,  
d ra m a t i c a l ly ,  not invo lv ing too many production 
d i f f i c u l t i e s  and p o s s ib le  on the  s t ag e ,  a l so  lu d ic ro u s .
I had a v i s io n  of  him shooting up in to  th e  a i r .  This 
w asn ' t  p r a c t i c a l  - how could someone do t h a t ?  And then 
I got i t  - he must f a l l  through the  f l o o r ! "
Orton demonstra tes  here h i s  p r a c t i c a l  awareness of  th e  problems of
s tage  p roduc t ion ,  as well as the  need f o r  dramatic  e f f e c t  a t  t h i s
po in t  in the  p lay .
I t  i s  then t h a t  s a n i t y  r e tu r n s  so t h a t  Erpingham's martyrdom i s  
not in va in ,  even though the  pa te rna l  v i s io n  o f  pa rad ise  o f f e r e d  a t  
the  o u t s e t  was r e j e c t e d  by the  people in favour  o f  r e v o lu t io n  and 
anarchy. As we sha l l  a l so  see in What the  B u t le r  Saw, people are  
dr iven  to  t h e i r  l i m i t s  o f  degradat ion  before  th in g s  are  allowed to  
take  a tu rn  f o r  the  b e t t e r .
The padre ,  dep ic ted  as a weak and lecherous  specimen e a r l i e r ,  
now comes in to  h is  own. As they a l l  s tand s i l e n t l y  around th e  hole  
he quotes  a p t ly  from Soloman "As the  l i t t l e  foxes gnaw a t  th e  ro o ts  
of  the  v ine ,  so anarchy weakens the  f i b r e s  o f  s o c i e t y . "  The use of  
b i b l i c a l  a l l u s i o n ,  i f  not d i r e c t  qu o ta t io n ,  i s  popula r with  Orton.
I t  i s ,  o f  course ,  app rop r ia te  to  the  Padre and we sh a l l  f in d  i t  again 
in Funeral Games and What the  B u t le r  saw; Loot, under cover o f  i t s  
c a t h o l i c  background, took advantage o f  i t ,  and t h e r e  have been many 
examples in The Erpinqham Camp. Riley,  convenien t ly  I r i s h  too ,  t a l k s
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about c a s t in g  the  r e b e l s  in to  the  w i lde rness ;  Erpingham a l so  becomes 
b i b l i c a l ,  as we have seen.
I th in k  th e re  i s  a simple reason fo r  the  u se fu lness  o f  b i b l i c a l
language. Northrop Frye (1982) sugges ts  the  fo llowing t h e s i s :
"Man l i v e s ,  not d i r e c t l y  or  nakedly in na tu re  l i k e  the  
animals,  but w i th in  a mythological  un ive rse ,  a body o f  
assumptions and b e l i e f s  developed from h is  e x i s t e n t i a l  
concerns .  Most o f  t h i s  i s  held unconsc iously ,  which 
means t h a t  our imaginations  may recognize  elements o f  
i t ,  when presented  in a r t  o r  l i t e r a t u r e ,  without 
consc ious ly  unders tanding what i t  i s  t h a t  we recogn ize .  
P r a c t i c a l l y  a l l  t h a t  we can see o f  t h i s  body o f  concern
i s  s o c i a l l y  condit ioned  and c u l t u r a l l y  i n h e r i t e d ___
The Bible i s  c l e a r l y  a major element in our own 
imaginative  t r a d i t i o n ,  whatever we may th in k  we be l iev e  
about i t . "  (p .xv i )
In p a r t i c u l a r ,  Frye says t h a t  "a s tuden t  o f  English L i t e r a t u r e  who
does not  know the  Bible does not unders tand a good deal o f  what i s
going on in what he reads :  the  most consc ien t ious  s tu d en t  w i l l  be
c o n t in u a l ly  misconstru ing  the  im p l ic a t io n s ,  even the  meaning" ( p .x ) .
I n l t h i s  r e s p e c t ,  Orton demonstrates  t h a t  consc ious ly  or
subconsciously  he i s  an e x c e l l e n t  s tuden t  and can use b i b l i c a l
a l l u s io n  fo r  e f f e c t ,  metaphor o r  s t r a ig h t fo rw a rd  r e f e r e n c e ,  s a fe  in
the  assumption t h a t  h is  fe l low B r i t s  w i l l  fo llow h is  meaning.
Returning to  the  padre,  Orton has given him one o f  h i s  ' s e t '  
speeches ,  in the  form of  funera l  o r a t io n s  over Erpingham. " I t ' s  Life 
t h a t  d e fe a t s  the  C h r i s t i a n  Church. She ' s  always been well -equipped 
to  deal with Death" he s t a r t s ,  an Orton cynicism t h a t  holds much 
t r u t h  f o r  the  non-be l iever  and which w i l l  be picked up again in 
Funeral Games. There i s  c r i t i c i s m  of  the  church here  but a l l  
C h r i s t i a n  denominations f a l l  under the  blow. His funera l  o r a t io n  i s
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boih c l e v e r  and w i t t y .  The comparison between Erpingham's death  and
C h r i s t ' s  Ascension in to  heaven i s  made, t a c t f u l l y  f o r g e t t i n g  t h a t
Erpingham's death  was the  r e s u l t  o f  a d escen t .  The speech bears  f u l l
q u o ta t ion  ( p . 318):
"As witness  to  the  s u r p r i s in g  d isappearance  o f  Mr Erpingham 
you w i l l  a l l  no doubt be c a l l e d  upon to  give  evidence 
before  the  a u t h o r i t i e s .  Let us remember t h a t  in the  days 
a f t e r  C h r i s t ' s  g lo r io u s  Ascension in to  Heaven th e  a p o s t l e s  
too must 've  appeared before  some kind o f  m a g i s t r a t e s  
co u r t  to  account f o r  the  n o - le s s  s u r p r i s in g  d isappearance  
o f  J e su s .  The gospels  are  s i l e n t  on t h a t  memorable 
encounter with a Jerusalem JP. And i f ,  in answer to  
your i n t e r r o g a t o r ' s  question  "What happened?" you re p ly ,
"He f e l l  through the  f l o o r " ,  and are  rewarded with 
i n c r e d u l i t y ;  how much n eare r  the  h a i r l i n e  the  eyebrows 
o f  the  M agis t ra te  to  whom Simon P e te r  made answer, "He 
went up in to  the  a i r ? "  In small t h in g s ,  as in g r e a t  
t h in g s ,  the  d i s c i p l e s  were remarkable men".
With c o n s id e ra t io n ,  the  p r a c t i c a l  s ide  o f  a mirac le  must always be
gree ted  with c r e d u l i t y  in any age; t h e r e  i s  l i t t l e  blasphemy involved
once we can accept t h a t  no event occurs in a vacuum.
The r e s t  o f  the  funera l  process ion  and speeches are  heavy in 
i rony ,  from Mason's 'on cue '  t e a r s  to  R i l e y ' s  c l i c h e s .  The l a s t  p a r t  
o f  R i l e y ' s  speech i s  in complete a n t i t h e s i s  to  the  t r u t h  ( p . 319):  "He 
gave up a c a r e e r  as a missionary  to  come to  us .  Our need i s  g r e a t e r  
than t h e i r s .  I t  was in the  Erpingham Holiday Centre t h a t  he found 
the  s p i r i t u a l  peace he had long been seeking .  His dea th ,  when i t  
came, found him q u i t e  prepared.  He went q u i e t l y  and with g r e a t  
d ig n i ty "  - e s p e c i a l l y  the  assumption t h a t  the  usual o b j e c t  of  
miss ionary  zeal  ( the  noble savage?) i s  l e s s  c i v i l i s e d  than the  
inmates o f  Erpingham's camp. The hypocrisy a t tached  to  dea th ,  a 
s u b je c t  dear  to  Or ton 's  h e a r t ,  as we have a l ready  seen, i s  w r i t  
l a r g e .
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F in a l ly ,  i t  i s  the  v isua l  imagery t h a t  takes  over and says more 
than words, as i l l u s t r a t e d  by th e  fo llowing s tage  d i r e c t i o n s  on 
p . 319: Music The Last Post .  Four dozen red ba l loons  - one f o r  each 
y ea r  o f  Erpingham's l i f e  - f a l l  slowly upon the  b i e r .  As the  l a s t  
ba lloon descends the  trumpet f a d e s . With t h i s  imagery Orton invokes 
ba l loons  f a l l i n g  in a ballroom a t  the  end o f  a dance,  a p p ro p r ia t e  in 
t h i s  s e t t i n g ;  Remembrance Day poppies f l u t t e r i n g  down in Westminster 
Abbey or  the  A lber t  Ha l l ;  Erpingham d ie s  a hero both to  hol iday  camp 
amusements and to  h i s  country .  There i s  a n ice  l i t t l e  touch when 
Riley s t r a i g h t e n s  Erpingham's t i e  before  leav ing  and takes  the  
garden ia  "as a r e l i c "  promising s a n c t i t y .  The bathos o f  the  "Class A 
(h igher  Employee) wreath" - c f .  The Good and F a i th fu l  Servant - and 
the  f i n a l  "Be see ing you" i s  marked, al though the  l a t t e r  sugges ts  
b e l i e f  in an a f t e r  l i f e .  R i l e y ' s  warning a g a in s t  hubr is  came t r u e  
but the  end seems even more h u b r i s t i c  than the  l i f e .
We are  l e f t  with th e  following scene ( p . 320) which leaves  us in 
l i t t l e  doubt as to  Erpingham's f i n a l  triumph: The body o f  Erpingham 
i s  l e f t  alone in the  moonlight with the  red ba l loons  and dying flames 
in a b laze  from the  d i s t a n t  s ta in ed  g l a s s .  A g r e a t  c h o i r  i s  heard 
s ing ing  'The Holy C i t y ' .
In The Erpingham Camp O r ton ' s  handling o f  a l l  th e  elements  t h a t  
make up a success fu l  play seems m as te r ly .  The language i s  more 
c o n t r o l l e d ,  al though packed with a l l u s io n  as usual and fu ses  in to  
ac t io n  as a lo g ica l  a l t e r n a t i v e  when words f a i l .  How th e  c h a r a c t e r s
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deal with e i t h e r  words, a c t io n  o r  both ,  r e f l e c t s  very c lo s e ly  on 
t h e i r  so c ia l  a b i l i t i e s ,  de f in in g  and l i m i t i n g  c h a r a c t e r .  Music, 
sound and l i g h t  become equa l ly  important and th e  whole i s  s k i l f u l l y  
o r c h e s t r a t e d .  I t s  message, however, i s  b leak and can be l e f t  with 
Bigsby (1982) "The Erpinqham Camp o f f e r s  a mordant s a t i r e  on the  
h e ro ic s  o f  Es tabli shment and re v o lu t io n a ry  a l i k e .  I t  s tands  as a 
r e j e c t i o n  o f  the  whole world o f  p o l i t i c s  and so c ia l  a c t i o n . "  And of  
en te r ta inm en t?
NOTES
1 Taken from an in te rv iew  with Alan Brien,  BBC Radio, 14 Ju ly  
1964, and quoted in Lahr (1980).
2 In Bigsby, ed.  (1981): Contemporary Engl ish Drama p . 103.
3 "I 'm very pleased with The Erpinqham Camp . . . I t ' s  been d i r e c t e d  
and acted a b so lu t e ly  r e a l .  With a s to n i sh in g  r e s u l t s .  H P in t e r  
says i t ' s  l i k e  The B a t t l e s h ip  Potemkin. I won 't  go as f a r  as 
t h i s ,  but i t ' s  very good . . . "  (Quoted, from a l e t t e r  to  Glenn 
Loney, by Lahr, 1980 p . 255) Note Orton i s  r e f e r r i n g  to  th e  TV 
f i lm  o f  the  play as being good, not j u s t  the  p lay per  se .
4 Of the  r e w r i t t e n  vers ion  - done in April  1967 (see  D ia r ie s
p p . 135-137) fo r  Crimes of  Passion a t  the  Royal Court  (a double- 
b i l l  with The Ruffian on the  S t a i r ) - Orton says under th e  en t ry  
f o r  Friday 14 April  1967: "Fin ished The Erpinqham Camp t h i s  
evening and read i t  through. I 'm very pleased  with i t .  I t ' s  by
f a r  the  b e s t  th ing  I ' v e  w r i t t e n  f o r  the  s tage  so f a r .  I only 
hope Pe te r  Gill  th inks  the  same." He need not have worr ied :  on 
the  15 A p r i l ,  Orton recorded: "Pe te r  Gil l  rang. He i s  very 
impressed by the  r e w r i t t e n  Erpinqham Camp. "A wonderful jo b , "  
he s a id .  "The speech o f  the  Padre a f t e r  Erpingham has f a l l e n  
through the  f l o o r  i s  m agnif icen t .  Absolu te ly  f i r s t  r a t e . " "
5 "Some day I sh a l l  ob ta in  my revenge by w r i t i n g  a p lay  f o r  one o f
t h e i r  a r t  t h e a t r e s .  A t h e a t r e  pa t ron ized  by the  d i s c r im in a t in g  
few: a r t -1  overs and book-1 overs ,  school t e ac h e rs  who adore the  
g r a s s - e a t i n g  Shaw, s e n s i t i v e  young Jews who adore c u l t u r e ,  
lending l i b r a r i a n s ,  p u b l i s h e r ' s  a s s i s t a n t s ,  homosexualis ts  and 
homosexual is ts '  a s s i s t a n t s ,  ha rd -d r ink ing  newspaper men, 
i n t e r i o r  d e co r a to r s ,  and the  w r i t e r s  o f  a d v e r t i s i n g  copy.
In t h i s  p lay  I sha l l  take  my beloved pa t rons  in to  my confidence  
and f l a t t e r  t h e i r  d i f f e r e n c e  from o th e r  t h e a t r e - g o e r s .  I sha l l  
c o n g ra tu la t e  them on t h e i r  good t a s t e  in p r e f e r r i n g  Art  to
s  M Harvey 146
animal a c t s .  Then suddenly,  in the  midst  o f  some very w i t ty  
d ia logue ,  the  e n t i r e  c a s t  w i l l  walk to  the  f o o t l i g h t s  and shout 
Chekov's adv ice :  ' I t  would be more p r o f i t a b l e  f o r  th e  farmer to  
r a i s e  r a t s  f o r  the  granary  than f o r  the  bourgeois  to  nourish  the  
a r t i s t ,  who must always be occupied with undermining 
i n s t i t u t i o n s . '
In case  the  audience should misunderstand and a l ig n  i t s e l f  on 
the  s ide  o f  the  a r t i s t ,  the  c e i l i n g  o f  the  t h e a t r e  w i l l  be made 
to  open and cover the  occupants with tons  o f  loose  excrement.  
A f te r  the  deluge,  i f  they so d e s i r e ,  the  pa t rons  o f  my a r t  can 
g a th e r  in th e  customary charming groups and d i s cu s s  the  p lay ."  
(From Nathaniel  West ' s :  The dream l i f e  o f  Balso S n e l l . 1931) 
Bigsby (1982) a l so  makes t h i s  comparison.
6 Many o the r  p laywrights  use a s c e n e - s e t t i n g  duologue to  open but 
u n t i l  Loot Orton showed a p r e d i l e c t i o n  f o r  duologue as method, 
even in The Good and Fa i th fu l  S e rv a n t .
7 A source o f  fun t h a t  the  w r i t e r s ,  producers  and a c to r s  o f  the  TV
comedy Hi-de-Hi have se ized  on more r e c e n t ly .
8 D ia r ie s  p . 69 in d i c a t e s  t h a t  Orton had heard of  Ubu Roi but 
d o e s n ' t  expla in  whether o r  not Orton was f a m i l i a r  with J a r r y ' s  
work.
9 "The ac tua l  m ate r ia l  o f  tragedy  i s  equa l ly  v ia b le  as comedy -
un less  you happen to  be w r i t in g  in Engl ish,  when the  ques t ion  of
t a s t e  occurs .  The English are  the  most t a s t e l e s s  n a t ion  on 
e a r t h ,  which i s  why they s e t  such s to r e  by i t . "  Radio Times 29
August 1964, quoted in Lahr (1980) p . 160.
10 O r to n 's  i n t e r e s t  in Firbank and the  l e t t e r ' s  in f luence  on him
are  d iscussed  in Gary S e i g e l ' s  The comedy o f  Joe Orton
(unpublished Doctoral d i s s e r t a t i o n  Rutgers U n iv e rs i ty  1981, 
e s p e c i a l l y  chap te r  2).
11 "Try to  avoid a b s t r a c t  nouns" sa id  Fay, the  g r e a t  m is t r e s s  of  
s t y l e  in Loot p . 219.
12 c f .  T r u s c o t t ' s  ho r ro r  o f  offending the  Queen by burying her 
p o r t r a i t  on £5 n o tes .  Loot p. 270.
13 The Japanese ,  according to  Clive James'  t e l e v i s i o n  programme 
about t e l e v i s i o n ,  now take  t h i s  to  f r i g h t e n i n g  l e n g th s .  (There 
i s  an uneasy touch of  the  p rophe t ic  about many o f  O r to n ' s  
e x c e s s e s ) .
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FUNERAL GAMES
Funeral Games was, according to  Lahr (1980 pp. 280-1) "w r i t t en  
in f i v e  d r a f t s  between Ju ly  and mid-November 1966" and " d e a l t  with 
c h a r i t y  as p a r t  o f  an ITV s e r i e s  on 'The Seven Deadly V i r t u e s ' , "  
a l though in h i s  in t ro d u c t io n  to  the  D ia r ie s  (1986) Lahr d e sc r ib e s  i t  
as a "ghoulish c a p r i c c io  about f a i t h  and j u s t i c e "  ( p . 13).  Although 
both d e s c r i p t i o n s  are  ap p ro p r ia te ,  the  l a t t e r  i s  more obviously  so.
The play  i s  in two p a r t s  each c o n s i s t i n g  o f  four  scenes .  Orton 
d i f f e r e n t i a t e s  c a r e f u l l y  in h is  w r i t in g  format between TV and 
t h e a t r e ,  w r i t in g  in scenes fo r  the  former and a c t s  f o r  the  l a t t e r .
In Funeral Games however, the  scenes are  r a t h e r  longer  than some of 
the  obvious ly  designed f o r  camera scenes cu t  in to  The Good and 
F a i th fu l  Servant and The Erpinqham Camp, and i t  makes an easy 
t r a n s i t i o n  from screen to  s tag e .  On the  whole, Orton p re fe r r e d  
w r i t i n g  f o r  the  s tag e ,  p o ss ib ly  because o f  h i s  a c t o r ' s  t r a i n i n g  but 
probably because the  impact of  h i s  words on a l i v e  audience was more 
d i r e c t l y  e f f e c t i v e ^ .
The t i t l e  was t h a t  o r i g i n a l l y  chosen f o r  Loot? and i t s  
im p l ica t io n s  of  both games and fun-and-games seem a p p ro p r i a t e ,  even 
i f  murder r a t h e r  than fu n e ra l s  i s  more to  the  fo r e .  1 would claim 
t h a t  t h i s  play i s  a p iece  o f  pure fun,  a romp which a lthough 
c o n so l id a t in g  and re -u s in g  many of  h is  previous  themes and ideas ,  
exper iments  with o th e r s .  Orton, always ready to  go over the  top ,  
loads  t h i s  sh o r t  p iece  with a l l u s i o n s ,  q u i c k - f i r e  gags,  and nothing
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i s  s ac red .  But as Lahr p o in t s  out " B i t t e rn e s s  has vanished from 
O r to n 's  l a u g h te r ,  t o  be rep laced  by a buoyant sense o f  ph i losophica l  
de tachment ."  ( p . 282) Whilst  agreeing with the  notion  o f  buoyancy, 
Lahr too goes over the  top with the  r e s t  of  h is  s ta tem en t ,  in my 
judgement. B i t t e r n e s s  i s  not  an emotion t h a t  seems, e i t h e r  from his  
p lays  or from a reading o f  the  D ia r ie s  (1986) to  be p a r t  o f  Or ton ' s  
make-up: The Good and Fa i th fu l  Servant i s  the  only play  t h a t  comes 
near  to  b i t t e r n e s s  - Orton can be sca th in g ,  c r u e l ,  b ru ta l  even in his  
c r i t i c i s m  of  s o c ie ty  - but not b i t t e r .  And ph i losoph ica l  detachment? 
Well, t h i s  i s  a f a r c i c a l  b lack comedy - detachment i s  i n e v i t a b l e ,  
a l so  Orton was exper imenting and enjoying h im se lf .
Funeral Games i s  b lack comedy with touches  o f  f a r c e  and bears 
l i t t l e  resemblance to  l i f e  as most o f  us know i t .  O r to n ' s  fondness 
f o r  wrapping up d i s r e p u ta b l e  conversa t ion  in r e p u ta b le  language i s  
s t rong  here bu t ,  with the  p o s s ib le  exception o f  Tessa,  th e  c h a r a c te r s  
care  l i t t l e  about keeping up appearances .  They in h a b i t  a mad world 
o f  t h e i r  own and even the  a s s a u l t  on r e l i g i o n  i s  undermined by the  
f a c t  t h a t  n e i t h e r  Pr ing le  nor McCorquodale could be s e r i o u s l y  
considered as r e p r e s e n ta t i v e s  o f  the  orthodox church.
So we are  l e f t  with a macabre, s k i l f u l  joke  in to  which Orton has 
poured shocking jokes  and numerous a l l u s i o n s  to  o th e r  p lays  (both h is  
own and o th e r  p e o p l e ' s ) .  We ge t  the  t y p ic a l  Orton shock- t rea tm ent  a t  
the  opening, where banal soc ia l  c h i t - c h a t  i s  coun te r -p o in ted  with 
r e l i g i o u s  nonsense and accepted as p e r f e c t l y  normal by both P r ing le  
and C au l f i e ld .  The jokes  range from the  epigrammatic to  m u s ic -h a l l ,
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tak ing  in the  absurd ,  b lack humour and hidden t r u t h s  on th e  way. "A 
b i rd  o f  prey ca r ry ing  an o l iv e  branch" as symbolic r e p r e s e n ta t i o n  of 
the  C h r i s t i a n  church r e a l l y  does seem l i k e  p u t t i n g  " the  m a t te r  in a 
n u t s h e l l "  as Tessa observes .
Lahr sees  Funeral Games as t r a n s i t i o n a l  between Loot and What 
the  B u t le r  saw with Orton t r y i n g  to  " s o l i d i f y  the  s t y l i s t i c  advances 
o f  language and lo g i c  in Loot". I would quibble  with h is  choice of  
words f o r  Orton d o e s n ' t  so much c o n so l id a te  (which s o l i d i f y  sugges ts )  
as move f i rm ly  in to  the  realm of  su r rea l i sm  a l ready  v i s i t e d  in The 
Erpinqham Camp. The only l i n k  with r e a l i t y  i s  through the  
reco g n isab le  t h e a t r i c a l  genres employed, t h a t  i s  the  d e t e c t i v e  
mystery and the  adu l te rous  t r i a n g l e .  The double be t raya l  was worked 
out again in What the  B u t le r  saw. Charney (1984) sugges ts  t h a t  
"Orton was c l e a r l y  t r y i n g  out in Funeral Games the  kind o f  exuberant  
f a r c e  t h a t  works so well in What the  B u t le r  saw" ( p . 53) .  I would 
agree t h a t  Funeral Games i s  very much an experiment and amusement fo r  
th e  au thor ,  r a t h e r  than leaning  heav i ly  on Loot. (E ss l in  saw Funeral 
Games as a reve rs ion  to  the  kind o f  b lack fa r c e  t h a t  was so 
success fu l  in Loot) . The complicated p l o t  revo lves  around the  
d e t e c t i v e  theme - t h i s  t ime with a p r iv a te - e y e  r a t h e r  than Scotland 
Yard - and the  adu l te rous  r e l a t i o n s h i p .  B r i e f ly ,  P r ing le  employs 
C au l f ie ld  to  i n v e s t i g a t e  h is  wife T e s sa ' s  suspected a d u l t e r y .  Tessa 
i s  ac t ing  as nurse to  McCorquodale, who has murdered h is  own wife  fo r  
a d u l t e ry  with a Bishop and buried her  in the  coal c e l l a r .  P r ing le  
makes a r e l i g i o u s  vow to  k i l l  h is  w ife ,  al though C au l f i e ld  ex p la in s  
her innocence.  Tessa i s  worried about her f r i e n d  V a le r ie  who i s
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missing; and d iscove rs  t h a t  V a le r ie  was McCorquodale's w ife .  Pr ing le  
i s  thwarted in h i s  a t tempt to  k i l l  Tessa and to  preven t  lo s s  of  face ,  
she agrees  to  pre tend  to  be dead. P r ing le  becomes famous as a r e s u l t  
o f  h i s  supposed crime but faces  exposure i f  he c a n ' t  prove t h a t  he 
did  k i l l  h i s  w ife .  C au l f ie ld  cu ts  o f f  a hand from the  body in the  
c e l l a r  as proof  but Tessa recognises  i t  as V a l ' s  and th r e a t e n s  to  
f e tc h  the  p o l i c e .  All agree t h a t  Tessa must be s i l e n ce d  - in the  
n ick  o f  t ime P r ing le  i s  recognised by McCorquodale as the  bishop who 
seduced h is  wife  and Tessa changes her mind about V a le r ie .  They 
agree to  s u b s t i t u t e  V a l e r i e ' s  body fo r  Tessa and t h a t  Tessa should 
s t ay  as McCorquodale's w ife .  The hand i s  d iscovered to  be a fake 
s u b s t i t u t e d  by a r e p o r t e r  (not seen) but the  play  ends when the  
p o l ic e  a r r i v e  and a r r e s t  them a l l .
The i n t r i c a c y  of  p l o t t i n g  in so sh o r t  a play  (30 A5 pages) i s  
b r e a th - t a k in g ;  Taylor (1971) says t h a t  "some o f  the  p l o t t i n g  i s  so 
s l ip shod  t h a t  i t  could not ge t  by in high t ragedy ,  l e t  a lone t h a t  
most lo g ic a l  o f  forms, low f a r c e . "  ( p . 137) There are  two p o in t s  
here :  f i r s t l y ,  Orton,  as I have a l ready  shown, was not concerned with 
observing r u l e s  (assuming low fa rc e  i s  as lo g ic a l  as Taylor claims 
anyway); secondly,  I suspect t h a t  ' s l i p s h o d  p l o t t i n g '  would be even 
more unacceptable  in 'h igh  t rag ed y '  (whatever t h a t  might be) un less  
emotion obscures more loose ends than does l a u g h te r .  In any case  
Orton regarded fa rce  and tragedy as being remarkably c lo se  to g e th e r :  
"Farce i s  h igher  than comedy in t h a t  i t  i s  very c lo se  to  t ragedy .  
You've only got to  play  some o f  Shakespeare 's  t r a g e d i e s  p l a in  and 
they  a re  n ear ly  f a r c i c a l .  All g rada t ions  o f  t h e a t r e  between tr agedy
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and fa rc e  - l i g h t  comedy, drama - are  a load o f  r u b b i s h . "3 Orton 
a l so  t o ld  the  Radio Times o f  29 August 1964 t h a t  "The ac tua l  mate r ia l  
o f  tragedy  i s  equa l ly  v ia b le  as comedy" (see a l so  Note 9 to  The 
Erpinqham Camp),  c la iming t h a t  Loot was a f a r c i c a l  t re a tm en t  o f  
t r a g i c  m a te r i a l .  F in a l ly ,  O r to n ' s  w r i t in g  has an i n t e r n a l  lo g ic  of  
i t s  own, which leaves  l i t t l e  t ime to  worry about f i n e r  d e t a i l s  o f  the  
p l o t t i n g  i f  we are  to  take  in the  wealth o f  d ia logue  on o f f e r .
One impor tant a spec t  of  the  p l o t  i s  P r i n g l e ' s  acquired  fame as 
the  man who has murdered h i s  wife .  Whilst  t h e re  i s  no d i r e c t  
evidence to  l i n k  the  two, t h i s  i s  remarkably rem in iscen t  of  Synge's 
The Playboy of  the  Western World. C hr is ty  Mahon acqu i res  n o t o r i e t y  
and g lo ry  f o r  k i l l i n g  h is  f a t h e r ,  supposedly.  As Raymond Williams 
(1968) p o in t s  out " i t  i s  not the  deed which made him g l o r i o u s ,  but 
the  t e l l i n g  o f  the  deed."  C hr is ty  i s  turned  in to  a f o l k  hero by a 
poverty  s t r i c k e n  community despe ra te  f o r  romance and exci tement ,  and 
t h e i r  r e a c t io n  to  such a deed " i s  a b i t t e r  comment on the  pover ty ."
In the  same way, P r i n g l e ' s  deed i s  fa s tened  on and e x p lo i te d  by the  
media and i s ,  in i t s  own way, an i r o n i c  comment on th e  pover ty  of  
modern l i f e  t h a t  r e q u i r e s  such sen sa t io n s  a t  the  expense o f  any moral 
b a s i s  fo r  e x i s t e n c e . 4 " T h i s ' l l  be worth a m i l l i o n  in p u b l i c i t y .
Make a b i t  o f  a sp lash  in the  weekend P ress .  'Vengeance i s  Mine' ,  
says 'No Nonsense P a rso n . '  These human i n t e r e s t  s t o r i e s  can inc rease  
a congregat ion a thousandfold" says P r ing le  ( p . 341).
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P r ing le  i s  p resen ted  as the  epitome o f  r e l i g i o u s  
e n t r e p re n e u r i a l  ism; r e l i g i o n  fo r  him i s  a way to  fame, fo r tu n e  and 
any kind o f  personal  p leasu re  t h a t  appeals to  him (pp 343-4):
P r in g le :  . . .  The wife o f  a top -rank ing  Russian dip lomat came
to  me a t  the  p rayer  c en t r e  and begged t o  be allowed 
to  be t ray  the  Marxist  cause .
C au l f i e ld :  You admitted her to  your  flock?
P r in g le :  1 had no choice .  She ' s  heavy-breas ted  and
sensuous.  I d i d n ' t  want to  t r i g g e r  o f f  a t h i r d  
world war.
I r o n i c a l l y ,  P r ing le  i s  ac t ing  c h a r i t a b l y  and p r o t e c t in g  world peace, 
in h i s  own perve r ted  way.
Language and c h a r a c t e r  are  in sepa rab le  in t h a t  a p p r o p r i a t e ly  
P r i n g l e ' s  speech i s  a stream of  b i b l i c a l  a l l u s i o n s ,  qu o ta t io n s  and 
humour; l i k e  the  Padre, t h i s  i s  in keeping with h is  c h a r a c t e r .  Orton 
has c r ea ted  persona with t h e i r  ro o ts  in f a r c e  who a c t  out t h e i r  
a l l o t t e d  r o l e s  to  a s te reo typed  degree.  What makes them ' f i z z '  i s  
O r to n ' s  recourse  to  puns, words and jokes  - the  fas t-moving stream of  
verbal ac t ion  to  complement the  phys ical  a c t i o n .  In terms of  f a r c e ,  
t h e r e  i s  not much o f  the  l a t t e r  and c e r t a i n l y  none o f  the  panic-  
s t r i c k e n  f renzy  a sso c ia ted  with the  genre ,  glimpsed in Loot and to  be 
explored to  the  f u l l  in What the  B u t le r  saw.
There i s  a l so  c o n t r a d ic t io n  in P r in g le :  " I f  my wife i s  
committing a d u l te ry  my p o s i t io n  would be i n t o l e r a b l e .  Being 
completely without s in  myself  I ' d  have to  c a s t  the  f i r s t  s tone .  And 
I'm dead a g a in s t  v io len ce . "  ( p . 326),  and s i m i l a r l y  on ( p . 359):  "You'd 
be well advised not to  t r y  your t r i c k s  here .  We're Children o f  
Light.  Not c r im in a l s .  Tangle with the  Pr ince  o f  Peace and y o u ' l l
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f ind  a kn i fe  in your  back"; and Orton makes a damning accusat ion
a g a in s t  man's inhumanity:
P r in g le :  I won't  t o l e r a t e  fo rg iv en es s .  I t ' s  a th ing  of  the
p a s t .
C au l f i e ld :  Love thy neighbour.
P r in g le :  The man who sa id  t h a t  was c r u c i f i e d  by h i s .
( p . 340).
There a re  non o f  O r ton ' s  usual s e t  speeches or  solo  a r i a s  or
mime passages ,  al though McCorquodale g e t s  to  t e l l  h i s  l i f e  s to ry .
But P r ing le  does have a speech which i s  a h i l a r i o u s  send-up of  the
manic f r i n g e  o f  r e l i g i o u s  s e c t s  ( p . 336):
"In the  garden o f  her detached ranch- type  dwelling the  
v i s io n  o f  the  Lord came upon me. I was swept up and 
the  sp r ings  o f  my h e a r t  were opened. I made a vow.
Taking my cue from Holy Writ .  'My wife must be pu n ish ed . '
The words I spoke w e ren ' t  r e j e c t e d  or poo-poohed. I was 
ho is ted  high on the  shoulders  o f  two p r i e s t l y  p e r s o n a l i t i e s .  
(Tears r o l l  down h i s  cheeks) The Lady o f  the  Wand shook
out the  g lo r io u s  s t r an d s  of  her golden h a i r .  There were
loud hosannas.  Palm branches .  I was g i r t  in white .  The 
grounds o f  t h a t  Surrey mansion were ablaze  with the  
ecumenical s p i r i t  u n t i l  the  small hours .  My commandment 
was repeated  l i k e  a catechism: 'Thou s h a l t  not s u f f e r  an 
a d u l t e r e s s  to  l i v e . ' "
The c o n t r a s t  between the  e x a l t a t i o n  o f  P r ing le  and the
r e l i g i o u s  v i s io n  o f  The Lady o f  the  Wand i s  undercut by th e  p e t ty
m a te r ia l i sm  of  l i f e  as d i c t a t e d  by e s t a t e - a g e n t s  and the  media:
"detached ranch- type  dwel l ing" ,  "Surrey Mansion". And C a u l f i e l d ' s
reasonab le  r e l i g i o u s  ob jec t ion  to  such r e l i g i o u s - i n s p i r e d  vengeance
i s  wiped out by P r i n g l e ' s  Old Testament de te rm ina t ion :
C au l f i e ld :  You c a n ' t  k i l l  your wife .  What about the  s ix th
commandment.
P r in g le :  I f  she can break the  seventh ,  I can break the  s i x t h ,
(p. 336)
There i s  a l so  an ' i n - j o k e '  in the  pe rve rs ion  implied by the  Lady 
o f  th e  Wand's t i t l e .
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C au l f ie ld  i s  t y p ic a l  o f  O r ton 's  young layabou ts ,  who s t a r t  out 
by being r a t h e r  brash and bu l ly ing  with t h e i r  e ld e r s  and end up 
h op e le s s ly  outmanoeuvred by them. A f te r  a l l ,  C a u l f i e ld  i s  p laying a t  
being a p r iv a te - e y e  and h i s  use o f  language i n d i c a t e s  t h a t  he i s  the  
s o r t  o f  lad  who would have acquired  h i s  views o f  how a d e t e c t i v e  
behaves from cheap d e t e c t i v e  f i c t i o n  and the  cinema. His main verbal 
func t ion  i s  to  ac t  as s t ra ightman or  ' f e e d '  t o  P r ing le  and 
McCorquodale, who are  t o t a l l y  unimpressed by h i s  a t tempts  a t  bravado, 
and bes ides  whom h is  own a ttempts  a t  c r i m i n a l i t y  or  pe rve rs ion  pale  
in to  i n s ig n i f i c a n c e  ( p . 334):
C au l f i e ld :  I ' v e  an appointment a t  the  nude ca lenda r  shop.
I ' v e  been commissioned to  do February.
McCorquodale: The Church Gazette  put out a n ice  c a le n d a r .  They
might be able  to  use you
You're a good boy.
C au l f i e ld :  No. I 'm bad.
McCorquodale:As a bad boy y o u ' r e  a complete f a i l u r e  . . .  
and anyway "All c l a s s e s  are  criminal today. We l i v e  in an age of  
eq u a l i ty "  ( p . 333) says McCorquodale, not to  mince m a t t e r s .
The c h a r a c t e r  o f  Tessa i s  desc r ibed  as a h e a l th  v i s i t o r  and has
much o f  the  b r i skness  rem in iscen t  of  Fay, ano ther  nurse .  She a lso  
says and does some p r e t t y  u n l ik e ly  th in g s  ( p . 340): "During a mental 
d is tu rb an ce  a t  the  age o f  f i f t e e n  I begged to  be taken to  Adelaide.
My cond i t ion  worsened a f t e r  making the  reques t"  and, a f u r t h e r  touch 
o f  the  Ortonesque ( p . 351),  where the  unusual i s  accepted and the  
commonplace questioned:
Tessa:  . . .  What has happened to  your wife?
McCorquodale: She was taken up to  Heaven. In a f i e r y  c h a r i o t .
Driven by an angel.
Tessa:  What nonsense. V a ler ie  would never  accept a l i f t
from a s t r a n g e r .
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I t  i s  her i n t e r f e r e n c e  t h a t  motivates  the  p l o t ;  and she i s  y e t  
ano ther  Orton c h a r a c t e r  who has to  be s i l e n c e d ,  not j u s t  f o r  supposed 
a d u l t e r y ,  but to  prevent d iscovery  o f  a murder - or  in t h i s  case ,  the  
wrong murder!
F in a l ly ,  t h e r e  i s  McCorquodale who i s  t o t a l l y  depraved,  both 
p h y s ic a l ly  and menta l ly ,  a d i r t y  old man in every sense ,  but in h is  
own admission too d e c r e p i t  to  be o f  harm to  anyone. He i s  both 
unfrocked c l e r i c  and dabbler  in any and every r e l i g i o n  as 
c ircumstance drove him, in f a c t ,  a complete c h a r l a t a n .  His pa thos 
smacks of  melodrama "A bang on the  nose i s  human co n tac t"  ( p . 329) and 
purple  prose:  "Woes n e s t l e  on my aged head l i k e  g a the r ing  swallows. 
I 'm a lone.  Without f a i t h .  Staggering through a cruel and h e a r t l e s s  
world" ( p . 331).  I r o n i c a l l y ,  he succeeded in k i l l i n g  h i s  wife  in a 
crime pass ione l  on d iscovery  o f  her a d u l te ry  with a "Bishop o f  the  
Breth ren":  "Standing in her t r u e  co lours  and very l i t t l e  e l s e .  Up
to  the  D e v i l ' s  t r i c k s .  And he was up to  he rs .  Oh, the  bacchic  
hound! And I ' d  given her my h e a r t .  My fury  knew no bounds. I 
dragged her screaming in to  our ca rav a n e t te  which was parked in a l a y ­
by". This too i s  descr ibed  in the  c l i c h e  of  melodrama and cu t  down 
to  s i z e  by the  sheer  b a n a l i t y  o f  modern l i f e  in the  l a s t  sen tence  
quoted.  Needless to  say,  he d i d n ' t  even r e a l i s e  t h a t  he had k i l l e d  
her a t  f i r s t .
Scene s ix  deserves  a spec ia l  mention fo r  i t s  b lack  comedy and 
f a r c i c a l  bus iness ,  al though i t  i s  the  apparen t ly  everyday language 
r a t h e r  than the  ac t ion  t h a t  i s  f a r c i c a l .  Jokes fo llow each o th e r  so
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quick ly  t h a t  i t  i s  verbal r a t h e r  than physica l  d e x t e r i t y  t h a t  i s  
req u i red  f o r  su rv iva l  - a continual need to  ou twi t  a t  a l i n g u i s t i c  
l e v e l .  The d ia logue  changes d i r e c t i o n  and s u b jec t  s w i f t l y  and i s  
counterpo in ted  by bus iness  focussed around th e  hand supposedly 
severed from V a l ' s  body, and the  wr is t -watch  from i t .  All o f  t h i s  i s  
conducted over a r e s p e c ta b le  t e a - p a r t y  in McCorquodale's now t i d y  
room. The bas ic  b lack humour l i e s  in C a u l f i e l d ' s  h id ing  the  hand in 
a c a k e - t i n ,  in to  which Tessa wants to  put the  cake,  and in h i s  
a t tempts  a) to  s top her and b) to  pre tend t h a t  i t  i s  "a p l a s t i c  hand 
from a Novelty Shop."5 Needless to  say,  t r u e  to  O r to n ' s  personal 
genre ,  she opens the  t i n  and screams " I t ' s  r e a l .  I can spot  p l a s t i c  
f i n g e r s  a mile o f f "  ( p . 350) as though i t  were an everyday 
occurrence .
Once again O r ton ' s  i r r ev e ren ce  fo r  dead f l e s h  i s  shown;G and fo r  
the  shock-horror  t a c t i c  gained by dehumanising and de taching  a p a r t  
o f  the  body. In E n te r t a in in g  Mr Sloane Kath took her t e e t h  ou t ,  in 
Loot Mrs McLeavy's were used as c a s t a n e t s ,  w h i l s t  her  g l a s s  eye 
r o l l e d  around l i k e  a marble.  (In What the  B u t le r  saw i t  w i l l  be 
C h u r c h i l l ' s  penis  - al though admit ted ly  from a s t a t u e ,  not a body). 
O r ton ' s  b e l i e f  t h a t  the  f l e s h  i s  l e s s  impor tant than the  s p i r i t  i s  
amusing in the  con tex t  o f  Funeral Games, whose p seu d o - re l ig io u s  
maniacs seem f a r  more concerned with the  p leasu re s  o f  the  f l e s h  than 
with those  o f  the  s p i r i t .  There i s  a l so  an amusing s tage  d i r e c t i o n  
t h a t  when C au l f i e ld ,  on T e ssa ' s  o rd e r s ,  washes h i s  hands before  t e a ,  
he washes a l l  th r e e  hands.
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The scene ends with C au l f ie ld  t r y i n g  to  s t r a n g l e  Tessa,  prepared 
f o r  in l i n e s  which manage to  a l lu d e  to  The Importance o f  Being 
Earnest  and Waiting f o r  Godot s im ul taneously :
McCorquodale: In the  c l o s e t  y o u ' l l  f ind  a rope.  I bought i t  a
month ago. I in tended hanging mysel f .
C au l f i e ld :  What stopped you?
McCorquodale: The weather tu rned  n ice .  ( p . 351)
We are  reminded in the  former o f  Algernon ch id ing Cecily  fo r  
breaking o f f  t h e i r  engagement " P a r t i c u l a r l y  when the  weather was so 
charming"; in the  l a t t e r ,  Vladimir and Estragon make d e su l to ry  
a t tempts  to  hang themselves but postpone the  event u n t i l  the  next 
day. Here Orton experiments with p o l i t e  phrases  developed in to  the  
banal d ia logue  of  the  Absurd.
I t  could be s a id ,  in conclus ion ,  t h a t  the  e n t i r e  sh o r t  p lay  i s  
r a t h e r  l i k e  a co lourfu l  but macabre conjur ing  t r i c k ,  an amalgam of  
ideas  r e f l e c t e d  from previous work and to  be used again in What the  
B u t le r  Saw. The p iece ,  as s t a t e d  in the  beginning o f  the  c h ap te r ,  
was w r i t t e n  to  f u l f i l  a t e l e v i s i o n  commission on 'The Seven Deadly 
V i r t u e s ' .  Orton has taken the  irony o f  t h i s  t i t l e  to  h e a r t  and 
presen ted  us with a c o l l e c t i o n  o f  impious s in n e r s ,  who need c h a r i t y  
every b i t  as much as the  v ic t ims who s u f f e r  from t h e i r  misguided 
a t tempts  to  provide i t .  Along the  way, Orton provides  us with a 
f u r t h e r  detached c r i t i c i s m  of  some aspec ts  o f  modern l i f e :  he makes 
us aware o f  the  narrow l i n e  between f a c t  and f i c t i o n ,  m o ra l i ty  and 
immorali ty.
Never the less ,  the  play  has such l i g h t n e s s  o f  touch and so many 
examples o f  the  Ortonesque humour, l i k e  P r i n g l e ' s  "Where could  I ge t
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a human head? Even Harrods wouldn ' t  accept the  order"  ( p . 346),  t h a t  
I am convinced i t s  au thor  was l a r g e l y  concerned with amusing h imse lf .  
But in s p i t e  of  any s e l f - in d u lg e n c e ,  i t  i s  an extremely funny and 
gro tesque  p iece .  I t ' s  ending too  i s  o p t i m i s t i c  and t o t a l l y  in accord 
with P r i n g l e ' s  c h a r a c te r :  benevolent uncle out of  f a i r y  godmother: 
"Let us go to  p r i so n .  Some angel w i l l  r e l e a s e  us from our p lace  of  
confinement" ( p . 360).  And, of  course ,  in h i s  f in a l  p lay ,  t h a t  i s  
e x a c t ly  what happens.
NOTES
1 See the  quo ta t ion  from Head to  Toe in the  chap te r  on Orton the  
w r i t e r .
2 "The t i t l e  Funeral Games was the  o r ig i n a l  t i t l e  f o r  Loot. Orton 
was a lso  consider ing  The Comedy of  Horrors because . . .  ' I t  has a 
n ice  play  on Chamber of  Horrors and Comedy of  E r r o r s . Or i s  
t h a t  to  high f o r  the  p u b l i c ? ' "  (See D ia r ie s  p . 113, Note 1).
3 From an in te rv iew  with Southern Weekly News and Brighton Gazette  
5 Feb 1965 and quoted in Lahr (1980) p . 225.
4 Synge too only wrote th r e e  f u l l - l e n g t h  p lays  w i th in  a sh o r t  
pe r iod ,  1903 to  1910. Will iams'  d i s cu s s io n  o f  Synge 's  language 
has re levance  f o r  Orton too ,  p a r t i c u l a r l y  when r e l a t e d  to  
Kennedy's 'verba l  i n t e r a c t i o n '  and Evans'  ' n o n -v e rn acu la r  prose 
drama' (see  in t ro d u c to ry  chap te r  on methodology). Williams says 
( p . 132): "Synge's f a rc e s  are  given an e x t r a  dimension by the  
verbal play . . .  Synge's  language, as we have seen, i s  based on 
recorded I r i s h  country  speech; but i t  i s  a l i t e r a r y  product,  
which has undergone the  normal process  o f  shaping.  I t  i s  
c l e a r l y  a r i c h  language; but i t  i s  in the  v a r i a t i o n s  o f  i t s  
dramatic  use t h a t  the  important d i s t i n c t i o n s  have to  be made. I t  
i s  not the  i s o l a b l e  q u a l i t y  o f  " r ichness"  - which may o f ten  be 
only s t rangeness  - t h a t  m a t te r s .  I t  i s  the  r e l a t i o n  o f  the  
language to  the  a c t io n ;  and t h i s  can vary from simple decora t ion  
through an added dimension to  new kinds o f  imaginative
c o n t r o l ."
5 Reminiscent o f  Emlyn Will iams'  play  Night must f a l l  with i t s  
'head in the  ha t-box '  t h r e a t ;  e s p e c i a l l y  as t h i s  was one o f  the  
t i t l e s  doctored by Orton and Hal l iwel l  in the  I s l i n g t o n  Public  
Library  scandal (see  Lahr 1980 p . 94 e t  s eq ) .
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6 Although i t  s i m p l i f i e s  the  t e c h n i c a l i t i e s  o f  having to  provide 
an e n t i r e  body, as in Loot.
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WHAT THE BUTLER SAW
I now come to  What the  B u t le r  saw, w r i t t e n  in 1967, which was to  be 
O r to n ' s  l a s t  play  and was not produced u n t i l  a f t e r  h i s  dea th .  His 
D ia r ie s  (1986),  s t a r t e d  on 20 December 1966, c h a r t  th e  completion of 
the  p lay ,  to g e th e r  with s e n s ib le  views on p o l i sh in g  and c u t t i n g .  
Although t h e r e  are  many in s tan ces  where Orton seems unable to  r e s i s t  
the  o ppor tun i ty  t o  w r i t e  in a good joke ,  the  fo llowing q uo ta t ion  from 
the  e n t ry  f o r  28 December ( p . 41) shows t h a t  he i s  aware o f  the  
dangers o f  s e l f - in d u lg e n c e :  "Hard a t  work on What the  B u t le r  saw a l l  
day.  I wrote a scene where Gerald ine d i s g u i s e s  h e r s e l f  as an Indian 
nurse .  Cut i t  though a f t e r  laughing a l o t .  Held up the  a c t i o n .  And 
whenever anything makes me ro a r  with l a u g h te r  i t ' s  a sure  s ign i t  
must be c u t . "  Maintaining the  balance between ac t ion  and dia logue  
was to  be the  main problem in What the  B u t le r  saw as I s h a l l  show. 
Orton, as noted in the  chap te r  on The Ruffian on the  S t a i r , was a 
w r i t e r  who po l ished  and repo l i shed  h is  work  ^ - What the  B u t le r  saw 
was to  be no excep t ion .  The d ia ry  f o r  2 Ju ly  1967 reads :  "Today I 
read What the  B u t le r  saw and was p leased with i t .  There are  
s ec t io n s  t h a t  have to  be r e w r i t t e n  and o th e r s  to  be c l a r i f i e d .  Not a 
l o t  o f  hard g r a f t  though. I sha l l  enjoy t h i s  p a r t  o f  the  work. I t ' s  
a f in a l  p o l i s h in g . "  Sadly he was to  be denied the  chance and was 
dead on the  9th August 1967.
N ever the less ,  opinion as to  the  unpolished r e s u l t s  was 
remarkably d iv ided .  His agent ,  Peggy Ramsay, s a id  " I t ' s  th e  be s t  
th ing  you 've  done so f a r .  And t e c h n i c a l l y  in advance o f  Loot"
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(D ia r ie s  p . 249),  a l though she had some r e s e r v a t io n s  v i s - a - v i s  the  
Lord Chamberlain and C h u r c h i l l ' s  p r i c k ,  w h i l s t  would-be producer 
Oscar Lewenstein spo t ted  minor t e ch n ica l  mis takes  in th e  p l o t ,  as did 
Kenneth Hal l iwel l  2. John Russell  Taylor  (1971) on the  o th e r  hand, 
i n s i s t s  on a " th e o r e t i c a l  m ora l i ty"  to  underlay the  f a r c e  convention,  
and th e r e f o r e  claims t h a t  Orton cannot demolish a convention on whose 
very s t r u c t u r e  h is  p lo t  depends. T a y lo r ' s  c r i t i c i s m  l i e s  in h is  
d isagreement with o th e r  c r i t i c s  (unnamed) who obviously  thought very 
d i f f e r e n t l y  about O r to n 's  l a s t  p lay ,  but he does g ra c io u s ly  admit " I t  
i s  c l e a r l y  u n f a i r  to  go in to  such d e t a i l  t ak ing  a p a r t  a play which 
comes to  us in what we may presume to  be an extremely  p rov is iona l  
form." ( p . 139).  There i s  an assumption in T a y lo r ' s  words as I have 
a l ready  noted,  t h a t  r u l e s  of  genre must not be broken; a l so  t h a t  
t h e re  i s  no m o ra l i ty  involved. I agree with H i r s t  (1979),  who among 
o th e r s ,  t akes  i s sue  with Taylor in some d e t a i l  over h i s  a n a ly s i s  of 
O r ton ' s  work and concludes of  What the  B u t le r  saw "As i t  s tands  we 
should a p p re c ia t e  the  fus ion  in h i s  work o f  the  comedy o f  manners 
with the  c o n t ra s te d  genres o f  f a r c e  and s i t u a t i o n  comedy, r e s u l t i n g  
in a h ighly  o r ig in a l  and powerfully  subvers ive  drama." ( p . 110).  Lahr 
(1980 p . 334) quotes varying p ress  r e a c t io n s  to  the  posthumous 
production o f  the  p lay ; Frank Marcus in the  Sunday Telegraph f o r  9 
March 1969 s t a t e s  unequivocally  "What the  B u t le r  saw w i l l  l i v e  to  be 
accepted as a comedy c l a s s i c  o f  English L i t e r a t u r e . "  S i r  Pe te r  
H a l l ' s  d i a r i e s  (Goodwin 1983) suppor t  t h i s  l a t t e r  view: "But Orton
was a miraculous w r i t e r .  I s t i l l  remember the  sheer  b r e a t h l e s s  
p leasu re  I had when I f i r s t  read What the  B u t le r  saw. That play  i s  
s u re ly  one of  the  comic masterp ieces  o f  the  century?  Has to  be ."
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Like h i s  previous  work, the  i n t r i c a c i e s  and weal th  o f  m ater ia l  
p resen ted  in t h i s  two-ac t  play  are  l a v i s h .  I t  might t h e r e f o r e  be 
he lpfu l  to  deal with the  bas ic  p l o t  elements before  de lv ing  deeper.  
The p lay  i s  s e t  in a p s y c h i a t r i c  c l i n i c .  The s t r u c t u r e  depends on 
the  a t tempts  o f  Dr P ren t i ce  to  seduce a new s e c r e t a r y  and to  conceal 
t h i s  from both h i s  wife and a p s y c h i a t r i c  government i n s p e c to r ;  
s imul taneous ly ,  h is  wife  i s  being blackmailed by a page-boy from the 
S ta t io n  Hotel with whom she has had sexual in t e r c o u r s e .  The ensuing 
complica tions  involve  Nick and Gerald ine ( the  page-boy and s ec re ta ry )  
in swopping c lo th e s  and i d e n t i t i e s ,  w h i l s t  as s u b -p lo t ,  we have the  
drugging of  a policeman who has come in search o f  a missing p a r t  of  
C h u r c h i l l ' s  s t a t u e  dest royed in a gas explosion ,  as a r e s u l t  o f  
which,  G e ra ld in e ' s  stepmother was k i l l e d  by having th e  missing  p a r t  
embedded in her anatomy. The policeman too  i s  n e a t l y  embroiled in 
the  dazz l ing  c lothes-swopping  confusion.
The complications  are  ev en tu a l ly  unrave l led  and harmony 
r e s to r e d :  the  P r e n t i c e ' s  are  r e c o n c i le d ,  Nick and Geraldine tu rn  out
to  be not j u s t  tw ins ,  but the  P r e n t i c e ' s  o f f s p r i n g ;  Ranee f in d s  
m ate r ia l  f o r  a b e s t - s e l l i n g  t h e s i s ;  Sergeant Match so lves  h i s  crime. 
The ro o ts  of  What the  B ut le r  saw are  the  r e s u l t  o f  O r to n 's  wide and 
e c l e c t i c  reading guided by H a l l iw e l l .  The p h a l l i c  fun,  rep re sen ted  
s p e c i f i c a l l y  by the  missing penis  red iscovered  a t  the  conclus ion ,  i s  
the  s ign o f  Ar is tophan ic  Old Comedy; the  missing twins and the  
d iscovery  o f  t h e i r  parentage  through the  device  of  the  i n e v i t a b l e  
token s p l i t  in two leads  us to  Plautus  v ia  Shakespeare 's  Comedy of
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Errors  3.  There are  echoes o f  The Importance o f  being Earnest  again .  
"The p a t t e r n  o f  the  bas ic  s t r u c t u r e  o f  the  p l o t  i s  . . .  q u i t e  
d e l i b e r a t e l y  t h a t  o f  the  c l a s s i c a l  Plautean comedy o f  th e  separa ted  
tw ins ,  while  the  l in e n  cupboard a t  the  S ta t io n  Hotel here p lays  the  
r o l e  Miss Pr i sm 's  handbag f u l f i l s  in The Importance o f  being Ea rnes t" 
( E s s l i n ,  in Bigsby 1981 p . 105).  E ss l in  a l so  sees echoes o f  
Dürrenmatt ' s  The P h y s ic i s t s  in the  mad p s y c h i a t r i s t s ;  and with Orton, 
the  wi t  and s t y l i s h n e s s  o f  the  Comedy of  Manners i s  never f a r  away.
Ess l in  ( p p .105-6) a lso  comments t h a t  " I t  i s  a f a r c e  p l o t t e d  in 
the  s t y l e  o f  Feydeau" and t h a t  "The c h i e f  comic e f f e c t s  of  the  
extremely  c l e v e r ly  cons t ruc ted  p l o t  de r ive  from both t r a n s v e s t i s m  and 
n u d i ty . "  And although he g ran ts  t h a t  t h i s  i s  "undoubtedly O r to n ' s  
most accomplished play" he o b je c t s  t h a t  "no i n s i g h t s  a re  vouchsafed: 
the  c h a r a c te r s  are  simply not o f  t h i s  world,  being pure c o n s t r u c t s . "
I th in k  i t  wouldn ' t  be too d i f f i c u l t  to  sugges t  t h a t  the  same could 
be sa id  o f  Feydeau's c h a r ac te r s  and to  po in t  out t h a t  f a r c e  
c h a r a c t e r s  o f ten  are  ' c o n s t r u c t s ' .  I t  i s  important to  remember too 
t h a t ,  w h i l s t  Orton may well p lo t  a p lay ,  or p a r t  o f  a p lay ,  in the  
s t y l e  of  a p a r t i c u l a r  au thor ,  in so doing he makes i t  very much h is  
own. But to  complain t h a t  " the re  i s  not even a h in t  o f  a genuine 
c r i t i q u e  of  p sy ch ia t ry  or psychoanalysis  in the  play" i s  s u re ly  to  
miss the  p o in t .  O r ton 's  soc ia l  c r i t i c i s m s  cover a f a r  broader  canvas 
than p a r t i c u l a r  i n s t i t u t i o n s  or  p ro f e s s io n s :  The Erpinqham Camp was 
not w r i t t e n  as a c r i t i q u e  of  holiday  camps; n e i t h e r  i s  What the  
B u t le r  saw a c r i t i q u e  o f  psychoanalys is .  The key l i e s  in th e  p l a y ' s  
'm o t to '  and t i t l e .
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In h i s  d ia ry  f o r  Monday 17 Ju ly ,  Orton t e l l s  us t h a t  Peggy 
Ramsay ' s  r e a c t i o n  t o  the  t i t l e  was "Oh! I t ' s  j u s t  l i k e  the  t i t l e  of 
an old f a r c e ! "  This sugges ts  t h a t  with i t s  w h i f f  o f  V ic to r ian  
naugh t iness ,  Orton had h i t  the  n a i l  on the  head. The 'naugh ty '  
V ic to r ian  p ie r -end  peepshow reminds us o f  the  o th e r  s ide  o f  the  coin 
o f  V ic to r ian  p r o p r i e ty  - the  facade t h a t  covered the  s tench kept 
hidden by t h a t  "old whore so c ie ty"  (Lahr p . 152) u n t i l  she l i f t e d  her 
s k i r t s .  The accepted manners - the  Comedy o f  manners s t y l e  i s  
e n t i r e l y  a p p ro p r ia te  - both in t h e a t r i c a l  expec ta t io n s  and l i f e  are  
what Orton seeks to  subver t .  The ' p r e t e n c e '  o f  the  expec ta t io n s  
c r ea ted  by 'normal '  examples o f  t h e a t r i c a l  genres  i s  e x p lo i te d  too by 
Orton, in t h a t  h i s  ve rs ions  conceal a f a r  from comfortable  expos i t ion  
and p a r a l l e l  the  outward show with which h i s  c h a r a c te r s  mask t h e i r  
ac tua l  behaviour 4.
O r to n ' s  motto fo r  t h i s  play i s  from The Revenger 's  Tragedy 
(1605/6) "Surely we 're  a l l  mad people and they/Whom we th in k  a re ,  are  
not" ( I I I  V 11. 79-80) .  The problem of  drawing the  l i n e  between 
madness and in s a n i ty  i s  ap p rop r ia te  to  t h i s  p lay ,  as i s  the  
bewilder ing v a r i e t y  o f  sexual v io lence  in The Revenger 's  Tragedy to  
O r to n ' s  work g e n e r a l ly .  (DRAUDT 1978).
Shepherd (1978) suggests  t h a t  "Ranee i s  not only the  sane one, 
but the  most b r u t a l . "  The double en tendre  of  h i s  in t r o d u c t io n  "I 
r e p re s e n t  Her M ajes ty 's  Government. Your immediate s u p e r io r s  in 
madness" ( p . 376) underscores  the  p o in t .  I f  we accept t h i s  t h e s i s .
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then we are  accept ing  a harsh f a c t  about the  world - in i d e n t i f y in g  
with Ranee as 'norm al '  we are  i d e n t i f y in g  with h is  b ru ta l  t rea tm en t  
o f  those  he regards  as insane .  Truth i s  the  only way t o  cure  chaos 
but only suppress ion  o f  t r u t h  can keep the  chaos o f  f a r c e  ac t ion  
moving; so as audience,  we face a choice  between en te r ta inm en t  and 
d i d a c t i c  so c ia l  c r i t i c i s m .  And t h i s  i s  p r e c i s e l y  the  po in t  which 
Shepherd,  and O r ton 's  motto, wishes to  make. Turning to  pp 441-2 of 
the  t e x t ,  we f ind  P ren t i ce  (armed with a gun) and Ranee t r y i n g  to  
c e r t i f y  each o th e r :
P r e n t i c e :  Stay where you a re ,  doc tor!  Your conduct today has
been a model of  o f f i c i a l  i r r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  and bloody-
mindedness. I 'm going to  c e r t i f y  you.
Ranee: No. I am going to  c e r t i f y  you.
P ren t i ce :  I have the  weapon. You have the  cho ice .  What i s  i t
t o  be? E i th e r  madness or death?
A mock e x i s t e n t i a l  dilemma o f  c l a s s i c  dimensions.
In h is  d i a ry  f o r  14 March 1967, Orton noted the  number o f  plays
and fi lms  c u r r e n t l y  running t h a t  d e a l t  with madness (pp 114-5):
"Saw a p o s te r  f o r  a f i lm  c a l l e d  Libido Means L u s t . I t  
s a id ,  'What happens when a s a d i s t i c  sex maniac f a l l s  in 
l o v e ! '  On the  way home I no t iced  a c r i t  o f  The Diary of  
a Madman which i s  being p resen ted ,  fo r  four  weeks, a t  the  
Duchess with Ni col Williamson. I thought how fa sh ionab le  
madness i s  a t  the  moment. The f i lm  o f  the  Marat/Sade i s  
j u s t  ou t .  Of course i t ' s  the  perennia l  f a s c i n a t i o n  of  
most people with watching l u n a t i c s .  Four hundred years  
ago t h e y 'd ' v e  gone to  Bedlam fo r  the  a f te rnoon .  Now a 
d i r e c t o r  and a c to r s  r e c r e a t e  a madhouse in a t h e a t r e .
L e t ' s  look a t  mad people .  At queer people .  They have 
only to  look in t h e i r  m i r ro r s .  Kenneth H. s a id ,  ' I n  
' What the  Bu t le r  saw y o u ' r e  w r i t in g  o f  madness . '  'Y e s , '
I s a id ,  ' b u t  th e re  i s n ' t  a l u n a t i c  in s ig h t  - j u s t  the  
doc tors  and nu rse s . "
There i s  a lo g ica l  progress ion  from The Good and F a i th fu l  
Servant in sugges ting t h a t  we are  a l l  mad to  accept the  system (here
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p e r s o n i f i e d  by Rance) where we a re ,  in e f f e c t ,  l i v i n g  in a vas t  
madhouse governed by madmen.
Farce i s ,  in many way, the  p e r f e c t  s e t t i n g  f o r  madness. The 
s i t u a t i o n s  con t r ived  by human weakness f o r  i t s  own d i scom f i tu re  are  
the  very essence  o f  f a r c e .  They lead to  a kind o f  lunacy impelled by 
i t s  own crazy  l o g i c .  Truth and common sense a re  l e f t  way behind and 
s t a b i l i t y  can only be r e s to re d  by g e t t i n g  to  g r ip s  with l i f e  and 
ro u t in g  out madness. Orton has,  q u i t e  r i g h t l y ,  in my opinion chosen 
the  b as ic s  o f  f a r c e  as h is  foundation f o r  t h i s  play and makes i t  
q u i t e  c l e a r  through the  t e x t  o f  the  p lay  i t s e l f  t h a t  we are  in a 
t h e a t r e  watching fa rc e  (pp 376-7):
Ranee: Why are  th e re  so many doors .  Was the  house designed
by a lu n a t i c ?
P ren t i c e :  Yes. We have him here as a p a t i e n t  from time to  
t ime.
Ranee: A s k y l ig h t  too? Is i t  f u n c t io n a l?
P ren t i c e :  No. I t ' s  p e r f e c t l y  u se le s s  f o r  anything - except to  
l e t  l i g h t  i t .
The many doors - to  accommodate r ap id  and o f ten  s imultaneous 
en t rances  and e x i t s  - are  a s ine  quae non o f  eg Whitehall/Aldwych 
f a r c e  and the  connection with madness i s  put in to  words.  On a more 
s u b t l e  l e v e l ,  the  sk y l ig h t  w il l  be used to  l e t  in th e  l i g h t  o f  
s a lv a t io n  and provide an escape from the  asylum, by a saddened but 
en l igh tened  group of  people,  back in to  th e  world a t  the  end of  the  
p lay .  There are  o th e r  c l a s s i c  f a rc e  devices  which Orton employs, one 
o f  which i s  the  would-be e r r a n t  husband and misunderstood wife .  
P r e n t i c e ' s  a t tempt to  seduce Gera ldine,  h i s  new s e c r e t a r y ,  i s  the  
event t h a t  s e t s  the  f a r c e  in motion.  When Gerald ine ques t ions  the  
s t rangeness  o f  being asked to  undress ,  P ren t i ce  r e a s s u re s  her in a
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pseudo medical manner which fo o ls  no-one in the  audience bu t ,  s ince  
t h i s  i s  f a r c e ,  convinces both P ren t i ce  and by a process  o f  insane 
l o g i c ,  Geraldine ( p . 366):  "Have no f e a r .  Miss Barclay.  What I see 
upon th e  couch i s n ' t  a love ly  and d e s i r a b l e  g i r l .  I t ' s  a s i c k  mind in 
need o f  p s y c h i a t r i c  t r e a t m e n t . . . "
In t r a d i t i o n a l  manner, P ren t i ce  t r i e s  to  conceal a l l  t h i s  from 
h is  wife  who, n a t u r a l l y ,  r e tu r n s  unexpectedly.  One o f  T a y lo r ' s  
c r i t i c i s m s  (see above) o f  the  p lo t  i s  t h a t  Mrs P ren t i ce  i s  f rank  
about her sexual adventures  and th e r e f o r e  P ren t i ce  has no need to  
conceal anyth ing.  He does,  however, a) have to  conceal h is  motives 
from Gerald ine and b) Mrs P ren t i ce  tu rn s  to  o th e r  o u t l e t s  
" . . . t h e  club i s  p r im ar i ly  fo r  l e s b i a n s .  I myself  am exempt from the 
r u l e  because you count as a woman" ( p . 369) because o f  the  inadequacy 
of  t h e i r  m ar i ta l  s e x - l i f e  ( p . 371):
P ren t i ce :  She ' s  an example o f  in -b reed ing  among the
lobe l ia -growing  c l a s s e s .  A f a i l u r e  in eugenics ,  
combined with a t a s t e  f o r  alcohol and sexual 
in t e r c o u r s e ,  makes i t  most und es i r ab le  f o r  her to  
become a mother.
Mrs P r en t i c e :  I hard ly  ever  have sexual i n t e r c o u r s e .
P r en t i ce :  You were born with your legs  a p a r t .  T h ey ' l l  send
you to  the  grave in a Y-shaped c o f f i n .
Mrs P ren t i ce :  My t ro u b le  stems from your inadequacy as a lover!
This exchange not only negates  T a y lo r ' s  c r i t i c i s m  but provides  
an e x c e l l e n t  example o f  the  contro l  t h a t  Orton now has over h i s  very 
ind iv idua l  s t y l e :  b r i t t l e  and h ighly  s t y l i s e d  d ia logue  combines wi t  
with low humour, w h i l s t  a t  the  same time masking an a l l  too obvious 
m ar i ta l  dilemma.
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The o r i g i n a l i t y  o f  the  c l a s s  d e s c r ip t i o n  i s  both s t a r t l i n g  and 
bu rs t in g  with imagery and P r e n t i c e ' s  whole speech has a t h e a t r i c a l i t y  
and s t y l i s h n e s s  c r ea ted  by the  c o n t r o l l e d  and c l i n i c a l  condemnation 
o f  h i s  wife .  Her r ep ly  g ives  the  t r u t h  (and i s  r e in fo r c e d  by a s tage  
d i r e c t i o n  ' q u i e t l y ' )  and i s  touching in i t s  s i m p l i c i t y .  P ren t i ce  
l a t e r  admits to  the  t r u t h  o f  t h i s  in an exchange with Nick ( p . 396):
Nick: Well, s i r ,  as your wife  has a l ready  t o ld  you, I
attempted l a s t  n igh t  to  misbehave myself  with he r .  I 
d i d n ' t  succeed.
P r en t i ce :  I 'm sure  you d i d n ' t .  Despite  a l l  appearances to  the  
c o n t ra ry ,  Mrs P ren t i ce  i s  harder  to  g e t  in to  than the  
reading room a t  the  B r i t i s h  Museum.
Nei ther  i s  the  a lcoholism denied but now becomes unders tandable
r a t h e r  than cause fo r  condemnation. P r e n t i c e ' s  r e j o i n d e r  i s  the
Ortonesque joke ,  succ in c t  and again con ta in ing  an element o f  wicked
o r i g i n a l i t y .  Thus Orton has added more se r io u s  psychologica l
elements to  the  bare bones o f  f a r c e ,  al though those  elements are
o f ten  in danger o f  being obscured by the  humour.
In What the  B u t le r  saw th e re  i s  no ' f a r c e  o b j e c t '  t o  be bandied 
about ,  such as the  body and i t s  appurtenances in Loot. There i s  
however the  p h a l l i c  symbol of  f a r c e  in the  form of  the  missing  p a r t  
o f  S i r  Winston C hurch i l l .  This i s  d iscussed  a t  the  opening, l e f t  in 
i t s  box on the  desk q u i t e  obviously by Gerald ine and r e t r i e v e d  a t  the  
end. Thus the  t r a d i t i o n a l  emblem of  f a rc e  i s  brought in unknowingly 
a t  the  o u t s e t  - almost symbolising the  cause o f  G e ra ld in e ' s  problems 
- and i s  recognised fo r  what i t  i s  when a l l  has been s o r t e d  ou t .  
Rather  l i k e  a mischievous and malevolent  Lord o f  Misrule  g l i n t i n g  
q u i e t l y  in the  background throughout .
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The use o f  d i s g u i s e  and in p a r t i c u l a r  o f  t r a n s v e s t i s m  r e s u l t i n g  
in confused i d e n t i t y  as a means of  concealment i s  v i t a l  t o  the  
s t r u c t u r e  o f  What th e  B u t le r  saw. As Charney (1984) says "In the  
c l a s s i c  t r a d i t i o n  o f  f a r c e ,  t r a n sv es t i sm  i s  rampant,  as i f  the  
costumes themselves were the  only sure  guide to  .the sexual i d e n t i t i e s  
o f  the  c h a r a c te r s "  ( p . 100) and even more important "True to  the  
s p i r i t  o f  f a r c e ,  what i s  most obvious to  the  audience i s  most hidden 
from the  c h a r a c t e r s  on s t ag e ,  as Dr Ranee, by the  conventions o f  the  
form, i s  fo rbidden to  see through even the  s im ples t  o f  the  
mul t i tud inous  d i sg u ise s "  ( p . 101).
As f a r  as c h a r a c t e r i s a t i o n  i s  concerned, Gerald ine i s  the  
innocent v ic t im  swallowed up by both the  mad-house and the  fa r c e  
s i t u a t i o n .  But to  some e x ten t  Mrs P ren t i ce  ( p a r t l y  through excess ive  
whisky consumption) becomes a more and more confused v ic t im  o f  the  
a c c e l e r a t i n g  pace; as does P ren t ice  h im se l f .  Nick s t a r t s  o f f  as 
ano ther  young Orton layabout ,  s exua l ly  promiscuous (he admits to  
in t e rc o u r s e  with a p a r ty  o f  s c h o o lg i r l s  and to  male p r o s t i t u t i o n  
p . 397),  and a would-be b lackm ai le r .  He too i s  swept in to  the  
maelstrom.
Both Geraldine and Nick lo se  and exchange c lo th e s  and 
i d e n t i t i e s ,  al though in t h e i r  case ,  the  mistaken r o l e s  are  given some 
semblance o f  c r e d i b i l i t y  by t h e i r  being twins  3; Mrs P ren t i ce  lo se s  
her c lo th e s  ( s t o l e n ) ;  G e ra ld in e ' s  c lo th e s  are  taken by Mrs P ren t i ce  
a f t e r  accusing her husband of  t r a n sv es t i sm  "Have you taken up 
t r ansves t i sm ?  I ' d  no idea our marriage t e e t e r e d  on the  edge of
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f a s h io n ” ( p . 373) - a very Firbankian comment Match i s  d iv e s ted  of 
h i s  uniform, drugged, and acqu i res  a leo p a rd -sk in  f rock  a neat  
co n t r iv an ce ,  enabling  him to  make a Dionysian appearance as the  Deus- 
ex-Machina a t  the  end. G e ra ld in e ' s  confus ion becomes mental as well 
as p h y s ica l ,  so t h a t  by the  t ime t h a t  the  chaos has reached i t s  
cl imax, she n e i t h e r  knows nor cares  whether she i s  male or  female 
even.
One of  the  most i n t e r e s t i n g  aspec ts  o f  the  p l o t  s t r u c t u r e  i s
t h a t  Orton a lso  p re sen ts  i t  as an a c t i n g -o u t  o f  Ranee's  t h e s i s .
In e v i t a b ly ,  Ranee the  s c i e n t i s t  i s  seeking to  f in d  a t r u l y  s t a r t l i n g
p s y c h i a t r i c  breakthrough t h a t  w i l l  a l so  be a s en sa t io n a l  b e s t - s e l l e r !
He p re sen ts  h i s  case  in t h r e e  p a r t s  and I reproduce them in f u l l :
" I t ' s  a t ex t -book  case! A man beyond innocence,  a g i r l  
aching f o r  exper ience .  The beauty,  confusion and urgency 
o f  t h e i r  pass ion d r iv in g  them on. They embark on a r e c k l e s s  
l o v e - a f f a i r .  He f in d s  i t  d i f f i c u l t  to  r e c o n c i l e  h i s  g u i l t y  
s e c r e t  with h i s  s p i r i t u a l  c o n v ic t io n s .  I t  preys on h is  
mind. Sexual a c t i v i t y  ceases .  She, who basked in h i s  love ,  
f e e l s  anx ie ty  a t  i t s  l o s s .  She seeks advice from her p r i e s t .
The Church, t r u e  to  Her anc ien t  t r a d i t i o n s ,  counsels  c h a s t i t y .  
The r e s u l t  - madness." ( p . 383) ®
At t h i s  s tage  in Act One, the  case  has the  c l i ch ed  b a n a l i t y  and 
romanticism of  the  more sensa t iona l  Sunday papers .  I t  a l so  has 
l i t t l e  r e l a t i o n s h i p  to  the  p lo t  we sha l l  see .  However, by Act Two, 
a f t e r  the  p lo t  complexi t ies  have done t h e i r  wors t .  Ranee can r e ­
formulate  h is  t h e s i s  as fo llows:
"Lunat ics a re  melodramatic. The s u b t l e t i e s  o f  drama are  wasted 
on them. The ugly shadow of  a n t i - C h r i s t  s t a l k s  t h i s  house.  
Having discovered her Fa ther/Lover in Dr P ren t i ce  th e  p a t i e n t  
r ep lace s  him in a psychological  r e s h u f f l e  by t h a t  a rchetypa l  
F a th e r - f i g u r e  - the  Devil h im se l f .  Everything i s  now c l e a r .
The f i n a l  chap te rs  o f  my book are  k n i t t i n g  to g e th e r :  i n c e s t ,
buggery,  outrageous  women and s t range  l o v e - c u l t s  c a t e r i n g  f o r  
depraved a p p e t i t e s .  All the  f a sh ionab le  b r i c - a  b rae .  A 
b e a u t i fu l  but n eu ro t ic  g i r l  has in f luenced  the  doc to r  to
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s a c r i f i c e  a white  v i r g i n  to  p r o p i t i a t e  th e  dark gods of  
unreason. 'When they broke in to  the  e v i l - s m e l l i n g  den they found 
her poor body bleed ing beneath the  obscene and h a l f - e r e c t  
p h a l l u s . '  My 'unb iased  account '  o f  the  case  o f  th e  infamous sex- 
k i l l e r  P ren t i ce  w i l l  undoubtedly add a g r e a t  deal  to  our 
unders tanding o f  such c r e a t u r e s .  Soc ie ty  must be made aware o f  
the  growing menace o f  pornography. The whole t r e ach e ro u s  avant-  
garde movement w i l l  be exposed fo r  what i t  i s  - an ins trument 
f o r  i n c i t i n g  decent c i t i z e n s  to  commit b i z a r r e  crimes ag a in s t  
humanity and the  s t a t e !  You have,  under your ro o f ,  my dear ,  one 
o f  the  most remarkable l u n a t i c s  o f  a l l  t ime. We must i n s t i t u t e  a 
search fo r  the  corpse .  As a t r a n s v e s t i t e ,  f e t i s h i s t ,  b i -sexua l  
murderer Dr P ren t i ce  d i sp la y s  cons ide rab le  d e v ia t io n  ove r lap .
We may g e t  n e c r o p h i l i a  too .  As a s o r t  o f  bonus." (pp 427-8)
The d e s c r ip t i o n  f i t s  the  ' f a c t s '  o f  the  p lay  as observed by an
o u t s i d e r .  Ranee, whose whole being c e n t r e s  around th e  s tudy of
madness. Note too the  s ta tement 'L una t ic s  are  melodram at ic ' ,  in
which we have a t h e a t r i c a l  l in k in g  o f  f a rc e  and madness aga in ,  asking
the  audience (which knows o th e r  exp lana t ions  f o r  the  c h a r a c t e r s '
apparen t ly  l u n a t i c  behaviour) to  stop and look a f re sh  a t  what they
see .  And n o t i c e  too the  i n e v i t a b l e  Ortonesque touch a t  th e  end.
Ranee i s  r e a l l y  on to  h is  b e s t - s e l l e r  and, i r o n i c a l l y ,  has used the
language o f  pornography to  d e sc r ib e  the  pornographic book he in tends
to  w r i t e ;  s o c ie ty  must be made aware o f  the  growing menace o f
pornography; the  usual hypocrisy of  w e l l - i n t e n t io n e d  an t i -pornography
campaigners i s  a t tacked  by Orton here .  And of  course ,  Orton i s
speaking through Ranee, ca ta logu ing  j u s t  about every sexual
d e v ia t io n  p o s s ib le ,  po in t ing  the  moral almost as Ranee has done, in
t h a t  we r ig h t e o u s ly  condemn w h i l s t  v i c a r io u s l y  and s a l a c i o u s l y
en joying .
Orton hated sexual c a t e g o r i s a t i o n  (see f i r s t  ch ap te r )  and uses 
the  p lo t  o f  What the  But le r  saw to  d e p ic t  with g r e a t  comic inven t ion  
the  kind o f  sexual permutations t h a t  are  considered  taboo .  The
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ending o f  the  p lay  sugges ts  t h a t  a t  l e a s t  we need to  have understood, 
i f  not  exper ienced , the  p o s s i b i l i t i e s  before  we a re  in a f i t  s t a t e  to  
f ace  th e  t r u t h  and the  world.  The conclus ion to  Ranee's  theo ry  i s  
given on p. 437-8:
"These f i n a l  harrowing scenes w i l l  be l a v i s h l y  i l l u s t r a t e d  
with graphs showing the  e f f e c t  o f  her downfall upon her 
poor t o r t u r e d  mind. Meanwhile, in h i s  temple o f  love ,  
the  hideous Dr P ren t i ce  and h is  aco ly te  are  praying to  
t h e i r  f a l s e  gods unaware t h a t  the  fo rce s  o f  reason have 
got t h e i r  measure."
F in a l ly ,  Ranee's  d e l i g h t  knows no bounds on d iscove r ing  t h a t  h is
t h e s i s ,  l i k e  a l l  f a i r y  t a l e s ,  has come t r u e  ( p . 446):
" I f  you are  t h i s  c h i l d ' s  f a t h e r  my book can be w r i t t e n  in 
good f a i t h  - she is  ^ the  v ic t im  of  an inces tuous  a s s a u l t !
Oh, what joy  t h i s  d iscovery  g ives  me! Double i n c e s t  i s  
even more l i k e l y  to  produce a b e s t - s e l l e r  than murder - 
and t h i s  i s  as i t  should be fo r  love must br ing g r e a t e r  
joy  than v io len ce . "
For Ranee, f a c t  and f i c t i o n  have merged in to  a kind o f  t r u t h .
I f  Orton uses words as powerful weapons, then the  power o f  words 
to  mean e x ac t ly  what the  speaker  (or the  l i s t e n e r )  chooses to  mean i s  
made apparen t ;  in p a r t i c u l a r ,  the  meaninglessness  o f  words once 
mental confusion has s e t  in .  For example, in r ep ly  to  Mrs P r e n t i c e ' s  
bewildered comment " I t  seems r e a l " ( p . 440),  Ranee r e p l i e s  "Who are  
you to  decide  what r e a l i t y  i s?"  and when Nick i n s i s t s  ( p . 443) " I f  
the  pain i s  rea l  I must be r e a l "  Ranee counters  with " I ' d  r a t h e r  not 
ge t  involved with metaphysical  s p e c u la t io n . "  Visual in fo rm at ion ,  
p a r t i c u l a r l y  personal i d e n t i t y ,  i s  t r e a t e d  in the  same way, as I have 
a l ready  sugges ted,  Geraldine being the  main v ic t im ;  and Match i s  a lso  
a f f e c t e d .  Dr and Mrs P r en t i ce  s u f f e r  - as f a r c e  c h a r a c t e r s  - from
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each o t h e r ' s  a c t i o n s ,  p ro je c t in g  t h e i r  problems on to  each o th e r  and 
on to  Gerald ine and Nick. Ranee sees  everyone in h i s  own terms, 
tu rn in g  the  o th e r  c h a r a c te r s  in to  s c i e n t i f i c  o b je c t s  o f  s tudy.  He is  
q u i t e  capable  o f  r e j e c t i n g  the  t r u t h  when i t  c o n f l i c t s  with h is  
th eo ry ,  as on p . 437;
Gerald ine: I 'm not a p a t i e n t .  I 'm t e l l i n g  the  t r u t h !
Ranee: I t ' s  much too l a t e  to  t e l l  th e  t r u t h .
The mutual confus ion reaches  s ta lem a te  with no-one knowing who 
(or what) i s  r e a l  or  mad, in f a c t  they  a re  almost dr iven  in to  madness 
by t h e i r  doubts .
At t h i s  po in t  o f  complete mental and physica l  breakdown, Orton 
makes them in to  p r i s o n e r s  o f  t h e i r  own c l i n i c .  The only escape 
o f f e red  i s ,  as in conventional f a r c e ,  t r u t h ,  which P ren t i ce  proceeds 
to  t e l l  ( p . 443) r e t a i n i n g  the  s t o r y - t e l l i n g  manner: "The s t o r y  y o u ' r e  
about to  hear  i s  concerned s o l e l y  with the  h e a r t :  th e  mind and i t s  
mys te r ies  could not have been f u r t h e r  from my thoughts  when, e a r ly  
t h i s  morning, I persuaded t h a t  young woman to  take  her  c lo th e s  o f f . "  
This t r u t h  leads  e v en tu a l ly  to  the  a n t i c i p a t e d  happy ending, except  
t h a t  i t  i s  t o t a l l y  subver ted by Orton in the  double t aboo-b reak ing ,  
l e t  alone in the  comic r e c o n c i l i a t i o n  o f  the  P r e n t i c e s .  The f i n a l  
t w i s t  l i e s  in Ranee's  personal e x u l t a t i o n  a t  an ending which i s ,  
i r o n i c a l l y ,  happy fo r  him too .  Match becomes the  Deus-ex-machina 
( s u i t a b l y  dressed  thanks to  the  i n t r i c a c i e s  o f  the  p lo t )  to  rescue  
them from t h e i r  s e l f - i n f l i c t e d  imprisonment, by denying t r u t h ,  so 
t h a t  rescue  i s  e f f e c t e d  a f t e r  the  t r u t h  has been faced.
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Match i s  then f r e e  to  c l e a r  up th e  f i n a l  b i t  o f  p l o t  which, in t h i s  
case ,  i t  i s  h i s  func t ion  as policeman to  so lve .
My claim i s  t h a t  in a l l  o f  O r to n ' s  plays  the  language dominates 
and t h i s  domination reaches  i t s  he igh t  in What the  B u t le r  saw: no 
mean achievement when the  physical  s t r u c t u r e  o f  the  work involves  the  
ac t ion  o f  f a r c e .  The balance o f  ac t ion  and d ia logue  in Loot was 
r a t h e r  more capable  o f  a s s im i l a t i o n  than in t h i s  p lay ,  the  problem 
with What th e  B u t le r  saw being t h a t  Orton combines very f a s t  physical  
a c t io n  o f  the  kind t r a d i t i o n a l l y  a s so c ia t e d  with f a r c e  and a r i ch n ess  
and d e n s i ty  o f  w i t t y  d ia logue in keeping with t h e  tone o f  Res to ra t ion  
Comedy. When i t  works (as in a f i r s t - r a t e  production)  i t  i s  
b re a th ta k in g ly  b r i l l i a n t  but in the  wrong hands (eg where ac t io n  and 
d ia logue  are  not considered as a v i t a l  whole) i t  w i l l  f a i l . 9
Many c r i t i c s  have seen a s e r io u s  purpose underly ing O r to n 's
comic w r i t i n g  ( G i l l i a t t ,  Hunt).  Evans (1977) has a l ready  been quoted
(opening c h a p te r ) ,  but speaking o f  What the  B u t le r  saw in p a r t i c u l a r ,
Evans says t h a t :
"The manner in which the  language seems to  s e t  up a 'normal '  
verbal s t r u c t u r e  only,  so to  speak, to  be c o n t r a d i c t i n g  
i t s e l f  as i t  proceeds,  i s  s k i l f u l l y  ach ieved. Indeed, i t  
might be sa id  t h a t  language i t s e l f ,  seeming so r a t i o n a l ,  
but with se rp en ts  o f  c o n t r a d i c t i o n ,  madness, i r r e l e v a n c e ,  
f a r c e ,  d e sp a i r  lu rk ing  beneath,  i s  one o f  the  most v i t a l  
c h a r a c te r s  o f  the  p lay . "  ( p . 225)
Comparison with Congreve i s  made but Evans sugges ts  t h a t  Orton 
takes  h is  s i t u a t i o n s  f u r t h e r  than Congreve " in to  reg ions  where a 
f i e r c e  moral judgment has to  be made by the  audience upon the  na tu re  
o f  what i s  happening and what i s  being sa id  . . .  I t  does not  avoid
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lu d ic ro u s  s i t u a t i o n  but i t  i s  happ ies t  with vocal e x p re s s io n ."  This 
i s  w e l l - i l l u s t r a t e d  by, f o r  example. Ranee 's  speeches (a l ready  
quoted) with t h e i r  obvious t h e a t r i c a l i t y  and ov e ra l l  leve l  o f  meaning 
which i s  o f ten  q u i t e  a t  var iance  with su r face  meaning; i t  can o f ten  
t h e r e f o r e  only be grasped subconsciously  in th e  f r a n t i c  pace of  a 
f a r c e  performance.  The audience i s  dazzled by the  verbal f i reworks  
and the  complex i t ie s  o f  the  f a r c e  ac t ion  with i t s  continua l changing 
o f  c lo th e s  and i d e n t i t y :  i t  i s  p r a c t i c a l l y  impossible  to  grasp the  
very s e r io u s  im p l ica t ions  o f  the  play  a t  th e  same time.  I rv ing  
Wardle says :
"Orton was the  most thoroughgoing example o f  a 'bad t a s t e '  
w r i t e r  we have seen t h i s  centu ry  and h i s  language i s  
c o n s ta n t ly  a n t i c i p a t i n g  t h i s  accusa t ion  and t r a n s l a t i n g  
b ru ta l  ac t ions  in to  i r r ep ro ach ab le  comic argument 
O r ton ' s  d ia logue  i s  cont inuously  b a t t l i n g  fo r  supremacy 
a g a in s t  the  a c t i o n ,  and i t  always wins . . . " .  (WARDLE 1967)
We have O r ton 's  recognizab le  mixture o f  s t ichomythic  c r o s s - t a l k
which, added to  the  t r a n sv es t i sm ,  keeps us working almost too  hard.
But not a l l  the  speeches a re  sh o r t  - f a r  from i t  - and in O r to n 's
manner are  densely  packed and cha l leng ing .
Ranee's  pronouncement ( p . 249) "The t ime has come to  c a l l  a h a l t  
to  t h i s  Graeco-Roman h a l lu c in a t i o n .  Is  t h e r e  a s t r a i g h t - j a c k e t  in 
the  house?" o f f e r s  a hope of  r e l i e f ,  not only in i t s  words but in 
i t s  d i r e c t  appeal to  the  audience too .  In f a c t ,  i t  i s  premature ,  as 
th e r e  i s  s t i l l  even more v i o l e n t  ac t ion  with g u n - f i r e  added to  the  
cacophony before  the  c h a rac te r s  subside  in exhaus tion  and s t r a i g h t -  
j a c k e t s  to  awai t  d e l iv e ran ce .
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The whole p lay  - as with most o f  O r to n ' s  w r i t i n g  - i s  very 
quo tab le .  I have a l ready  examined Ranee's  ' r a c y '  s t y l e ,  verging on 
' s o f t '  pornography t inged  with romanticism, and h i s  leng thy  
e x t r a p o la t i o n s  provide n a tu ra l  r e s t s  as i t  were in the  a c t i o n ,  as 
well as lending credence to  the  idea t h a t  th e  o th e r  c h a r a c t e r s  are  
ac t in g  out h i s  t h e o r i e s  (or f a n t a s i e s ) .  Like Mrs Vealfoy, Ranee i s  a 
kind o f  puppet master ,  but un l ike  her ,  he does not always appear to  
be in f u l l  c o n t r o l ,  he has a secondary func t ion  as commentator on the 
proceedings  d i r e c t l y  to  the  audience.
Mrs P ren t i ce  speaks the  t r u t h  throughout "I 'm going to  speak 
f r an k ly  and with complete candour.  Please  l i s t e n  c a r e f u l l y  and save 
your comments f o r  l a t e r "  ( p . 374) and i s  of  course  accused o f  madness, 
p a r t i c u l a r l y  when she ( t r u t h f u l l y )  claims to  keep see ing naked men. 
The s k i l l  here  l i e s  in the  app rop r ia teness  o f  such h a l l u c i n a t i o n s  to  
a woman whose m ar i ta l  s e x - l i f e  i s  sad ly  u n s a t i s f a c t o r y .  Early  in the  
p lay she confesses  her adventure a t  the  S ta t io n  Hotel to  her husband 
( p . 374) in a s t y l e  s t ro n g ly  rem in iscen t  o f  Fay 's  confess ion  in Loot. 
H o r r i f i c  or shocking r e v e l a t i o n s  are  made in a tone o f  complete 
c l i n i c a l  d i r e c t n e s s .  And t h i s  d i r e c t n e s s ,  t h i s  o v e r - r i d in g  
manipula tion by the  author i s  symbolic o f  the  way language dominates 
the  p lay .  The s t y l e ,  the  a r t i f i c i a l i t y ,  i s  common to  a l l  c h a r a c t e r s ,  
even Gerald ine and Nick, o v e r - r i d in g  t h e i r  expected c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s .  
For example, Nick, the  young b lackmai le r  says " I ' d  l i k e  a hundred 
quid f o r  the  nega t ives .  You've got u n t i l  lunchtime" q u i t e  in keeping 
with h i s  a n t i c ip a t e d  persona,  but immediately a f te rw ard s ,  he too 
swi tches  in to  the  s t y l e  o f  Mrs P ren t i ce  ( p . 370) "You must be more
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c a re fu l  in your  choice o f  f r i e n d s .  I ' d  l i k e  to  g e t  out of  the
indecent photograph r a c k e t .  I t ' s  so wearing on th e  nerves .  Can you
f in d  me a worthwhile job? I had a hard boyhood." Sergeant  Match, on
the  o th e r  hand, does speak mainly in the  s t y l e  o f  the  plodding s tage
policeman eg ( p . 405) "Miss Barclay,  I must ask you to  produce or
cause to  be produced, the  missing p a r t s  o f  S i r  Winston C h u rc h i l l . "
Even when deeply  involved in the  f a r c e  h i s  tone d o e s n ' t  change
( p . 436) "I was on the  l a v a to ry ,  d oc to r ,  when a man appeared and f i r e d
a gun a t  me. I ' d  l i k e  your opinion as to  the  ex ten t  o f  the  damage."
He i s ,  however, given an extremely long speech in which he expounds
on the  enquiry  about C h u r c h i l l ' s  s t a t u e .  In t h i s ,  Orton cunningly
t r e a t s  th e  s t a t u e  as the  man and the  whole speech i s  a parody of
euphemis tic  o f f i c i a l e s e  ( p . 402) o f  which the  fo llowing e x t r a c t s  must
s tand in f o r  the  whole:
"Shor t ly  before  her death her name had been l inked  in a 
most unpleasant way with t h a t  o f  S i r  Winston Churchil l  
However, the  local  counc i l ,  composed by and la rg e  o f  no- 
nonsense men and women of  the  ' s i x t i e s ,  decided in view 
o f  h i s  war record  to  overlook S i r  Winston 's  moral l ap se  . . .
At l a s t  - with the  f u l l  support  o f  the  Conservative  and 
Unionis t  Party  - the  council  decided to  sue the  h e i r s  of  
Mrs Barclay fo r  th o se  p a r t s  o f  S i r  Winston which an army- 
type medical had proved to  be m iss ing ."
One of  O r ton ' s  ways of  poking fun a t  those  e a s i l y  shocked i s  to
be extremely c l i n i c a l  when speaking o f  s e x u a l i t y  (pp 371-2):
P r en t i ce :  . . .  Your book on the  climax in th e  female i s
l a r g e l y  au to b io g rap h ica l .  Or have you been 
masquerading as a sexua l ly  responsive  woman?
Mrs P ren t i ce :  My u t e r in e  c o n t r a c t io n s  have been bogus f o r  some
time!
As Shepherd (1978) says "The language i s  o v e r - a r t i c u l a t e  about 
naughty p a r t s . "  Indeed i t  i s  the  unexpectedness o f  O r to n ' s  use o f  
language t h a t  keeps us on our t o e s .  U nfo r tuna te ly ,  in What the
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B ut le r  saw not everyone can s tand the  pace and I suspec t  t h i s  i s  one 
o f  the  main reasons f o r  the  w i ld ly  d ive rgen t  c r i t i c i s m .
Before examining the  ending o f  the  p lay ,  i t  w i l l  be he lpfu l  to  
cons ide r  the  beginning. The play  s t a r t s  o f f  with two complementary 
duologues;  they a re ,  as usual f i l l e d  with humour to  warm us up, and 
p l o t  in format ion ,  a l l  o f  which w i l l  have s i g n i f i c a n c e  l a t e r .  But the  
rea l  s i g n i f i c a n c e  l i e s  in the  p a r t i c i p a n t s .  The opening duologue and 
by f a r  the  lo n g es t  o f  the  two, i s  in the  form of  a job  in te rv iew  
between P ren t i ce  and Gera ldine.  N a tu ra l ly ,  t h i s  g e t s  e n t i r e l y  out o f  
hand, as we have d i scussed ,  both as an in te rv iew  and as a s i t u a t i o n ,  
lead ing  to  the  f a r c e  format.  The s u b -p lo t ,  a kind o f  pa ren theses  
around the  sexual/madness shenanigans,  concerning the  missing  p a r t  of 
C h u r c h i l l ' s  s t a t u e  coming in to  G e ra ld in e ' s  possess ion  v ia  her s t e p ­
mother,  i s  prepared  and thep^helved u n t i l  the  end, as i s  G e ra ld in e ' s  
la ck  o f  r ea l  p a re n t s .
A f te r  a s h o r t  i n t e r lu d e  involv ing the  a r r i v a l  o f  Mrs P r e n t i c e  
accompanied by Nick (as page-boy from the  S ta t io n  Hotel c a r ry in g  her 
luggage) ,  the  second duologue takes  p lace .  This i s  between Mrs 
P ren t i ce  and Nick and, unbeknown to  the  p a r t i c i p a n t s ,  i s  an account 
of  ac tua l  i n c e s t ,  in c o n t r a s t  to  the  f i r s t  duologue which involves  
attempted i n c e s t .  At t h i s  s tage  the  audience knows noth ing about the  
i n c e s t ,  but the  second duologue may make i t  fee l  d i f f e r e n t l y  about 
P r e n t i c e ' s  moral l a p se .  I t  i s  apparent t h a t ,  Gerald ine a p a r t ,  none 
of  the  c h a r a c te r s  so f a r  presented  has any claim to  conventional
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r e s p e c t a b i l i t y .  Our normal e x p ec ta t io n s ,  fo llowing th e  f i r s t  
duologue, have been over tu rned .
Turning to  the  ending, l e t  me f i r s t  c l e a r  up the  problem of  the  
choice o f  endings given f o r  each a c t .  In Act one ( p . 407) the  change 
involves  an e x t r a  speech which the  e d i t o r  (Lahr) t e l l s  us " i s  u sua l ly  
omitted in performance." The cu t  speech i s  a r a t h e r  weak laugh l i n e  
from P r e n t i c e ,  which Orton would almost c e r t a i n l y  have cu t  h imself  
had he l i v e d  to  see the  play in r e h e a r s a l .  Dramat ica l ly  speaking, i t  
weakens the  impact and suspense o f  the  p re fe r r e d  ending with Match's  
l i n e  "I want a word with you, my lad" ( p . 407), accompanied by tak ing  
out o f  notebook and s i r e n  sound e f f e c t s .  Act two however, i s  a 
ques t ion  o f  censorsh ip  and concerns the  missing p a r t  o f  S i r  Winston 
C h u rch i l l .  Match opens G e ra ld in e ' s  box (which has been th e r e  a l l  the  
t ime) to  reveal  the  missing s ec t io n  o f  the  s t a t u e .  The tone o f  the  
whole play makes i t  q u i t e  c l e a r  what t h a t  i s .  Ranee 's  speech ( p . 447) 
"How much more i n s p i r i n g  i f ,  in those  dark  days,  we'd seen what we 
see now. Ins tead  we had to  be con ten t  with a c ig a r  - the  symbol 
f a l l i n g  f a r  s h o r t ,  as we a l l  r e a l i z e ,  o f  the  o b je c t  i t s e l f "  makes a 
comment on a common p h a l l i c  symbol and, more impor tan t .  Match i s  
holding in t r u e  Dionysian fashion the  pha l lu s  o f  Greek comedy, 
t r a d i t i o n a l  symbol o f  f a r c e .  However, the  Lord Chamberlain ob jec ted  
and a c ig a r  had to  be produced from the  box with a p p ro p r i a t e  l i n e s  
added ^9.
The bas ic  mechanics o f  the  ending o f  the  p lay  a re  t h a t  the  
c l i n i c  alarms have t r i g g e r e d  the  f a l l  o f  metal g r i l l e s  imprisoning
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a l l  but one o f  the  c a s t .  They w i l l  be rescued by Match descending on 
a rope ladder  from the  s k y l ig h t .  The d i r e c t i o n s  sp ec i fy  symbolic 
l i g h t i n g  e f f e c t s  to  emphasise the  u n n a t u r a l i s t i c  f i n a l e :  The glow of
a bloody sunse t  accompanies the  descent o f  the  g r i l l e s .  As Lahr 
(1980) says "When the  cage descends in What the  B u t le r  saw, a l l  the  
boundaries and p e r s o n a l i t i e s  have broken down. The nightmare of  
d i s o r d e r  i s  soon transformed in to  a f a i r y t a l e  o f  harmony." P ren t ice  
i s  moved to  t e l l  the  simple t r u t h  a t  l a s t  ( p . 443 quoted above) backed 
by Gerald ine who, in t r u e  f a i r y t a l e  fash ion  r e p o r t s  " the  lo s s  of  my 
lucky e lephan t  charm." Needless to  say,  Nick has i t s  twin ,  p a r t  o f  a 
p a i r ;  Mrs P ren t i ce  admits to  g iv ing  the  two p a r t s  to  her abandoned 
twins  (s t rong  overtones  of  Miss Prism here) the  r e s u l t  o f  a 
misdemeanour in the  l in e n  cupboard a t  the  S ta t io n  Hotel during a 
wartime b lackout ;  P ren t ice  admits to  being her seducer .  The happy 
family  are  r e u n i te d  and even Ranee has a happy ending (a l ready  
d i s c u s s e d ) .  As he says "love must bring g r e a t e r  joy  than vio lence"  a 
profound s ta tement  but confus ing and subvers ive  in view o f  the  
permuta tions  o f  phys ical  love involved in t h i s  p l o t .  At which p o in t .  
Sergeant  Match descends in a g r e a t  blaze  o f  g lo ry  wear ing,  o f  course ,  
Mrs P r e n t i c e ' s  leopard -sk in  d re s s ,  to rn  and b loodied .  Dionysus as 
Deus-ex-Machina descends to  r e s t o r e  o rde r ,  and Ranee comments "We're 
approaching what our r a c i e r  n o v e l i s t s  term ' t h e  c l im a x '" .  Not only 
are  we f i rm ly  reminded t h a t  we are  in the  t h e a t r e ,  d i r e c t l y  addressed 
by an a c to r ,  but a Greek pun i s  thrown in f o r  good measure.
The f i n a l  sen tence,  again Ranee, who i s  almost the  puppeteer  a t  
t h i s  s tage  "Let us put our c lo th e s  on and face  th e  world" i s
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s i g n i f i c a n t .  The c h a r a c te r s  have m e taphor ica l ly  and p h y s ic a l ly  been 
s t r i p p e d  naked; O r to n 's  c h a r a c te r s  u su a l ly  f i n i s h  up g lo s s in g  over 
t h e i r  problems, a t tempting  to  keep up appearances .  This t ime, th e re  
i s  no p re tence  - they face  up to  the  world in t r u t h .  The f i n a l  s tage  
d i r e c t i o n  i s  p e r f e c t  and says i t  a l l :  They p ick  up t h e i r  c lo th e s  and 
weary, b leed ing ,  drugged and drunk, climb the  rope lad d e r  in to  the  
b laz ing  l i g h t ; Orton,  al though a man o f  words, r e a l i s e d  the  s t r e n g th  
o f  a v isua l  image. He had experimented with t h i s  e f f e c t  in The 
Erpingham Camp too  - here  i t  i s  p e r f e c t e d .  As Smith (1976) says 
"O r ton 's  s k i l l ,  f i n e l y  ex e rc i sed ,  i s  to  a c c e l e r a t e  the  momentum to  a 
po in t  where d i s i n t e g r a t i o n  t h r e a t e n s ,  and then ,  by th e  narrowest of  
margins,  to  s t e e r  h i s  c h a r ac te r s  back to  a happy ending, which, 
however, i t s e l f  remains in i t s  ' l o g i c a l  i l l o g i c a l i t y '  d ream - l ik e . "
Yet again ,  Orton has managed to  give us a 'happy'  but 
subvers ive  ending. Order i s  r e s to r e d  but a t  what c o s t .  The 
c h a r a c t e r s  have to  l i v e  with the  taboos they have u n w i t t in g ly ,  in 
some cases ,  broken. This i s  t r u e  o f  eg E n te r t a in in g  Mr Sloane 
and Loot but th e r e  has been no s u f f e r in g  or  acceptance of  th e  t r u t h  
o f  a c t io n s  in these  p lays .  Orton c o n t r iv e s  happy endings,  u su a l ly  
subvers ive  compared with what i s  normally understood by t h i s ,  in a l l  
o f  h is  p lays .  In the  f i r s t  vers ion  of  The Ruffian on the  S t a i r ,
Joyce a c t u a l l y  asks i f  they are  having a happy ending. The Good and 
F a i th fu l  Servant i s  the  only except ion and, even t h e r e ,  the  author 
makes the  fa sh ionab le  nod towards hope with b i r t h  and the  p rospec t  of 
the  awful cycle  con t inu ing .
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In h i s  d i a ry  f o r  16 Ju ly  1967, Orton t e l l s  us "Great r e l i e f  to  
have f i n i s h e d  The B u t le r  . . . "  and then goes on to  speak o f  h is  next 
p ro je c ted  p l a y .  Lahr provides  an e d i t o r i a l  note  in which Orton 
main ta ins  h i s  b e l i e f  t h a t  an a r t i s t  should demonstrate  mastery o f  the  
given r u l e s  o f  h i s  chosen medium before  choosing to  break them.11 He 
i s  doub t le s s  r i g h t  to  speak o f  the  conventional f a r c e  s t r u c t u r e  o f  
What the  B u t le r  saw, but I contend t h a t  he has given us f a r  more than 
t r a d i t i o n a l  f a r c e .  I t  i s  the  bas is  fo r  a s o p h i s t i c a t e d  20th century  
comedy o f  manners, whose s t y l i s e d  d ia logue  o f f e r s  w i t ,  soc ia l  
c r i t i c i s m  through subvers ion ,  and en te r ta inm en t .  Within the  f a m i l i a r  
framework, Orton parodies  and d ismant les  not only t h e a t r i c a l  
conventions ,  but the  moral and soc ia l  conventions by which we l i v e ,  
fo rc ing  us to  quest ion  our va lues ,  w h i l s t  being ca re fu l  not to  preach 
answers.
NOTES
1 Pe te r  Gil l  descr ibed  Orton as a b r i l l i a n t  r e - w r i t e r  (Forum a t  
the  National Theatre  17 .11.1986).
2 D e ta i l s  of  the se  minor lapses  are  given in the  D ia r ie s  (1986) pp 
253-4, 26 Ju ly  1967.
3 Charney (1984) p . 100 "Orton r e c r e a t e s  the  raucous animal s p i r i t s  
o f  Aris tophanes  and Plautus  r a t h e r  than the  r e f in e d  bedroom 
fa rc e  o f  Feydeau."
4 P ro fesso r  Charney (1984) makes an e x t r a o rd in a ry  misunders tanding 
concerning the  t i t l e  ( p . 97),  making the  po in t  t h a t  t h e r e  was no 
b u t l e r  and t h a t  Orton d i d n ' t  even see one u n t i l  January  1967!
"We need the  i n v i s i b l e  b u t l e r  in What the  B u t le r  saw as a s tand-  
in f o r  the  cosy and complacent ameni ties  o f  upper -m idd le -c la ss  
drawing-room l i f e . "  We can only assume t h a t  t h i s  i s  ano ther  b i t  
o f  'E n g l i sh n e ss '  (see a lso  S loane) l o s t  on Prof.  Charney; or 
perhaps h is  wording i s  s i n g u la r ly  i n f e l i c i t o u s .
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5 A well-known device  from Plautean comedy used by Shakespeare eg 
Viola  and Sebas t ian  in Twelfth N igh t , and the  two s e t s  of  twins 
in Comedy o f  E r r o r s .
6 Lahr (1980) p . 128 o f f e r s  a d i r e c t  comparison o f  O r to n ' s  and 
F i rb an k ' s  l i n e s .  See a l so  note  10 to  The Erpingham Camp.
7 D ia r ie s  (1986) p . 237, 11 Ju ly  1967: Hal l iwel l  sugges ted t h a t
" the  d re s s  Match wears should be something sugges t ive  of  
leo p a rd -sk in  - t h i s  would make i t  funny when Nick wears i t  and 
ge t  the  r i g h t  ' image '  f o r  the  Europidean ending when Match wears 
i t . "
8 c f .  the  bas ic  p lo t  o f  James Saunders:  A Scent o f  Flowers (1964- 
5 ) .
9 Orton has ben c r i t i c i s e d  on the  grounds t h a t  you c a n ' t  parody 
parody (Taylor) but such a c r i t i c i s m  would a lso  apply to  
Stoppard,  e s p e c i a l l y  T r av e s t i e s  (1975),  where he parod ies  
Wilde 's  The Importance of  being Earnest  and James Jo y c e ' s  
Ulysses - p oss ib ly  the  g r e a t e s t  l i t e r a r y  parody ever .
10 O r to n ' s  r e a c t io n s  to  t h i s  are  amusingly recorded in h i s  d ia ry  
e n t r i e s  f o r  23 Ju ly  1967 and 27 Ju ly  1967.
11 D ia r ie s  (1986) p . 242, Note 1 ( f o r  which Lahr d o e s n ' t  give a 
source ) :
"I th in k  one should have t r a d i t i o n  . . .  You c a n ' t  r e j e c t  
t r a d i t i o n  completely . . .  I ' v e  w r i t t e n  the  f i r s t  d r a f t  of  
a t h i r d  play (What the  Bu t le r  saw) which w i l l  be a 
convent ional  form, but the  ideas  I ' v e  got f o r  a fo u r th  
play  won 't  be conventional form a t  a l l .  So you seen I 'm 
not even committed to  the  conventional t h e a t r e .  But I 
th in k  t h a t  one should prove t h a t  one can do i t ,  l i k e  
Picasso proved t h a t  he could p a in t  p e r f e c t l y  recogn isab le  
people in h i s  e a r ly  per iod  and then he went on to  do much 
more experimental  t h in g s .  But what does i r r i t a t e  me i s  
the  kind o f  a r t i s t  and the  kind o f  w r i t e r  where you know 
p e r f e c t l y  well the  a r t i s t  c a n ' t  p a in t  a nude woman i f  he 
t r i e d  or  the  w r i t e r  c a n ' t  c o n s t r u c t  a p lay  i f  he t r i e d .
I th in k  one should prove t h a t  one could do i t ,  and i f  
one then d o e s n ' t  choose to  do i t ,  t h a t ' s  a l l  r i g h t . "
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CONCLUSION
In the  foregoing c h ap te r s ,  I have at tempted to  analyse  O r ton 's  
dramatic  w r i t i n g ,  concen t ra t ing  on h i s  use o f  d ia logue .  I be l ieve  
t h a t  only in t h i s  way can the  f u l l  e x te n t  o f  what he achieved in the 
sh o r t  space o f  four  years  be c l e a r l y  demonstrated.  As I have 
mentioned in the  course  o f  my t h e s i s ,  Orton recognized h i s  own 
a p t i t u d e  f o r  w r i t i n g  dramatic  d ia logue ,  and I have found i t  t o  be 
re v e a l in g  as method. I t  i s  more rewarding to  see each of  h i s  p lays  as 
a complete,  in t e g r a t e d  whole than as an incomplete a ttempt a t  eg 
f a r c e ,  which d e v ia te s  o r  i s  lack ing  in some way; or b lack comedy t h a t  
i s  a l so  p a r t  soc ia l  s a t i r e .  The labe l  l i m i t s  i n v e s t i g a t i o n  and 
a p p re c ia t io n .
Orton, as I have shown, uses f a r c e  undoubtedly bu t ,  as he 
h im se lf  has sa id  when speaking of  Loot, the  f i r s t  work to  which the  
term f a rc e  may be most f r eq u e n t ly  app l ied :  "My f e e l in g  i s  t h a t  the  
d ra m a t i s t  must have the  r i g h t  to  change formal gear  a t  any t ime . . .
So i f  Loot i s  played as no more than f a r c i c a l ,  i t  won 't  work." 
(TRUSSLER 1966). What Orton does i s  to  use whatever genre s u i t s  h is  
purpose,  however much t h a t  may upset p u r i s t s  f o r ,  a l though a 
r e s p e c t e r  o f  t r a d i t i o n ,  he had no qualms a t  ove r tu rn ing  i t  where he 
thought such an ac t ion  j u s t i f i e d .
The essence of  h is  own d i s t i n c t i v e  emergent s t y l e  r e l i e s  on what 
he c a l l e d  ' c o l l a g e '  (LAHR 1980, p . 185),  t h a t  i s  an a s s i m i l a t i o n  of  
whatever he needed both from l i f e  and l i t e r a t u r e ,  to  f u r t h e r  h i s
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p l o t s ,  make the  s t y l e  sp a rk le ,  and to  po in t  what he had to  say.  I t  
a l so  su re ly  c o n t r ib u te d  to  the  in c r e d ib l e  a b i l i t y  he acquired  in 
handling cumulative d ia logue - every word, c h a r a c t e r  o r  ac t ion  
c o n t r ib u t e s  to  the  whole - t h e r e  i s  l i t t l e  evidence o f  'p add ing '  or 
obvious creaky co n t r ivance ,  and the  s k i l l  with which Orton achieves  
t h i s  ka le idoscop ic  e f f e c t  comes to  l i g h t  when h i s  d ia logue  bui ld-up  
i s  examined throughout  a p a r t i c u l a r  work.
However, as Charney (1984, p . 132) p o in t s  ou t ,  t h i s  a b i l i t y  was 
a lso  e x h ib i ted  on a l a r g e r  s c a l e .  Charney speaks o f  O r ton ' s  
development as a p laywright between The Ruffian on the  S t a i r  and 
What the  B u t le r  saw and sugges ts  t h a t  as Orton became more sure  of  
h imse lf  as a w r i t e r ,  h i s  work draws l e s s  on autobiography and becomes 
more f i c t i o n a l .  I would agree with him in t h i s ,  bear ing in mind t h a t  
most w r i t e r s  draw on t h e i r  own exper ience ,  but t h a t  l i k e  every th ing  
e l s e  Orton absorbed, i t  was re -used  in many d i f f e r e n t  g u i s e s .  As 
noted a t  the  o u t s e t ,  John Lahr has a l ready  char ted  the  b iograph ica l  
p a r a l l e l s  in g r e a t  d e t a i l  (LAHR 1980).
Orton p a rod ies ,  d i r e c t l y  and i n d i r e c t l y ,  s t y l e s ,  genres  and 
w r i t e r s  t h a t  he had s tu d ie d .  The l i s t  would inc lude  ( in  no 
p a r t i c u l a r  o rd e r ) :  P i n t e r ,  R es to ra t ion  Comedy ( e s p e c i a l l y
Wycherley),  Wilde ( e s p e c i a l l y  The Importance o f  being E a rn e s t ) ,  Genet 
(planned but not execu ted) ,  Eur ip ides  (The Bacchae) ,  the  d e t e c t i v e  
genre ,  f a r c e ,  b lack comedy, 'k i t c h e n  s in k '  drama, and many o th e r s  as 
suggested in my work on s p e c i f i c  t e x t s .  Writ ing o f  What the  B u t le r  
saw. H i r s t  (1979 p. 110) t a l k s  o f  "a deeper leve l  o f  s e r io u sn es s
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which i s  ev iden t  in severa l  p a r t s  o f  the  work" and sp ec u la te s  t h a t ,  
had Orton l i v e d ,  t h i s  might have been developed. But he c la ims:  "As 
i t  s tands  we should a p p re c ia t e  the  fu s ion  in h i s  work o f  th e  comedy 
o f  manners with the  co n t ra s te d  genres o f  f a r c e  and s i t u a t i o n  comedy, 
r e s u l t i n g  in a h ighly  o r ig i n a l  and powerfully  subvers ive  drama." I 
would agree e n t i r e l y  with H i r s t  on the  r e s u l t i n g  drama.
Returning to  the  p lays  themselves ,  Orton has shown us the  world 
as o rg a n iz a t i o n  (The Good and F a i th fu l  S e rv an t ) ,  ho l iday  camp (The 
Erpingham Camp) ,  and asylum (What the  B u t le r  saw) ;  t h e r e  has been the 
domestic comedy o f  both The Ruffian o the  S t a i r  and E n te r t a in in g  Mr 
S loane , the  co r ru p t  d e t e c t i v e - t h r i l l e r  o f  Loot and the  s u r re a l  
v i s io n s  o f  Funeral Games and The Erpingham Camp. Many o f  the  
c h a r a c t e r s  can be seen on f i r s t  acquain tance  as s t e r e o ty p e s ,  T rusco t t  
f o r  example, y e t  on c l o s e r  examination reveal  an unexpected 
complexity;  and th e r e  i s  an ambivalent a t t i t u d e  to  women, who are  
apparen t ly  por t rayed  as e i t h e r  very weak (Edi th ,  Kath),  o r  very 
s t rong  (Mrs Vealfoy, Fay),  and again have f a r  more depth than i s  
immediately apparent.
Orton e a r ly  recognized the  power o f  d ia logue  to  t e l l  us so much 
more than i t  says ,  as I have demonstrated in eg E n te r t a in in g  Mr 
S loane . The Erpingham Camp shows us h i s  a b i l i t y  to  weld language and 
physica l  v io lence ,  the  one r e f l e c t e d  in the  o th e r ,  with a language 
t h a t  d e t e r i o r a t e s  through the  climax o f  both ac t ion  and words to  
physica l  v io lence ,  followed by a r e tu r n  to  s a n i t y .  Kennedy (1983) 
sees  d ia logue  as ' c a u s a l '  - from which a l l  e l s e  sp r ings  - and I have
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endeavoured to  show t h a t  t h i s  i s  the  case  with O r to n ' s  p layw r i t ing .
He uses h is  own p e c u l i a r  brand o f  s t y l i s e d  language to  manipula te  
form, c h a r a c t e r  and p l o t  with an i n t r i c a c y  t h a t  r e v e a l s  a s ton i sh ing  
s k i l l .  Not s u r p r i s in g  then ,  the  perpe tual  d i f f i c u l t y  o f  a t tempting 
to  c l a s s i f y  O r to n ' s  work, a move to  which he h imse lf  ob jec ted .  On 
t h i s  p o in t ,  he has the  backing o f  the  d i s t i n g u i s h e d  p laywright Arnold 
Wesker (WESKER 1986): "Persona l ly  I'm s c e p t i c a l  about t h e o r i e s :  the
danger i s  t h a t  they  become a p r e s c r i p t i o n  f o r  the  way th in g s  must be 
done. Rules are  born which become death f o r  the  innovat ive  
imagina tion ,  o r  b a r r i e r s  a g a in s t  new d i s c o v e r i e s . "
What the  p re sen t  day e f f e c t  of  O r ton 's  shock t a c t i c s  and s t y l e  
would have been (he has been dead twenty y e a r s ) ,  i t  i s  impossible  to  
say,  al though the  q u a l i t i e s  of  s k i l l ,  i n t u i t i o n ,  fun and an 
o b je c t iv e ,  but o f ten  savagely c r i t i c a l ,  view o f  th e  world which he 
brought to  h i s  work argue f o r  some f u r t h e r  development and perhaps 
c o n so l i d a t io n .  But Wesker i s  a b so lu t e ly  r i g h t  in express ing  the  need 
f o r  "new d is co v e r ie s "  and " innovat ive  imagina tion"  in a r t ,  without 
which i t  w i l l  d i e .  O r ton 's  d ia logue shows t h a t  he app rec ia ted  t h a t  
v i t a l  f a c t  too.
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APPENDIX: THE PINTER CONNECTION
P i n t e r ' s  in f lu en ce  on Orton has been exhaus t ive ly  documented. I do 
not t h e r e f o r e  propose to  o f f e r  a d e t a i l e d  t e x tu a l  comparison between 
the  work o f  Orton and P in t e r ,  s ince  many c r i t i c s  have a l ready  spent a 
g r e a t  deal  o f  t ime and energy doing j u s t  t h a t ,  no tab ly  Bigsby (1982), 
Charney (1984),  Lahr (1980),  Thompsen (1973).  However, I f ee l  i t  
necessary  to  in d i c a t e  my awareness o f  t h i s  work and to  s t a t e  my 
reasons  f o r  not dwelling on i t  in the  body o f  th e  t h e s i s .
The Ruffian  on the  S t a i r  owes the  most d i r e c t  debt to  Harold
P i n t e r ,  drawing s t ro n g ly  on The Room (1959) in p a r t i c u l a r .  D irec t
and i n d i r e c t  a l l u s io n s  to  P in t e r  can be found in E n te r t a in in g  Mr
S loane , The Good and Fa i th fu l  Servant (simply in the  apparent
' o r d i n a r i n e s s '  o f  the  to n e ) ,  and Funeral Games, by those  who enjoy
l i t e r a r y  d e te c t io n  - an idea which, in i t s e l f ,  would appeal to  Orton.
Bigsby (1982) w r i t i n g  o f  Loot, The Erpingham Camp and What the  Bu t le r
saw sugges ts  t h a t :
"He learned  from P in t e r  the  need to  t r e a t  the  b i z a r r e  as 
simple r ea l i sm  and recognized the  humour to  be de r ived  
from a d isp ro p o r t io n  between soc ia l  and l i n g u i s t i c  
r e g i s t e r ;  bu t,  where P in t e r  aimed a t  a ques t ion ing  of  
on to log ica l  s t a t u s ,  Orton was concerned with a d i s l o c a t i o n  
of  the  s e n s i b i l i t y  and turned h is  work in to  an ac t  o f  
aggress ion  which did  not s top a t  the  boundaries o f  a r t .
In many r e s p e c t s  Orton was more profoundly re v o lu t io n a ry  
than those  p laywrights  who immediately preceded him, and 
who had been p resen ted  as b r inging  about r a d ic a l  changes
in English t h e a t r e .  Unlike them, he was as su sp ic ious  of
dramatic  form as he was of  soc ia l  im pera t ives .  He s e t  
out to  undermine bo th ."  (pp 49-50)
In e f f e c t ,  O r to n ' s  major p lays ,  e s p e c i a l l y  Loot and What the
B u t le r  saw, were very much h is  own c r e a t io n s  and show th e  growth of
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h is  achievement, as I have demonstrated in th e  t e x t .  E n te r t a in in g  Mr 
Sloane i s  an i n t e r e s t i n g  case  f o r ,  al though i t  develops  a theme from 
The Ruff ian on the  S t a i r  (with i t s  r e f e re n ce s  to  The Room and A 
S l i g h t  Ache (1961),  t h e r e  are  s t rong  i n d i c a t io n s  t h a t  in t h i s  
in s t a n ce ,  P in t e r  repa id  the  compliment by 'borrowing '  from Orton fo r  
The Homecoming (1965).  In the  D ia r ie s  (1986 p . 238),  Lahr inc ludes  a 
d i s cu s s io n  between Orton and an Egyptian j o u r n a l i s t  who questioned 
Orton about the  s i m i l a r i t i e s  between the se  two p lay s .  Orton says 
t h a t :
"The Homecoming c o u l d n ' t  have been w r i t t e n  without S loane .
And you know, in a a way the  second a c t  - a l though I admire 
i t  very much - i s n ' t  t r u e .  Harold,  I 'm su re ,  would never 
share  anyone sex u a l ly .  I would. And so Sloane sp r ings  
from the  way I th in k .  The Homecoming d o e s n ' t  sp r ing  from 
th e  way Harold t h i n k s . "
P in t e r  has always maintained an enigmatic  s i l e n c e  on the  p o in t ;
however. P ro fesso r  Charney e la b o r a te s  on t h i s  theme (CHARNEY 1984,
p . 73).
I have a l ready  r e f e r r e d  to  the  in f luence  o f  Wilde on O r to n ' s  
s t y l e ;  however, P in t e r  was the  only l i v i n g  w r i t e r  t h a t  Orton admired 
and t h i s  admiration was mutual. As a l ready  c i t e d  (FOX 1970),  P in t e r  
s a id  "I f ind  h is  work b r i l l i a n t  and t r u l y  o r i g i n a l .  As a s t y l i s t  h e ' s  
q u i t e  remarkable .  He has an i n t u i t i v e  grasp o f  c o n s t r u c t i o n . "
P in t e r  a l so  read a poem a t  O r ton 's  cremation (LAHR 1980). There i s  a 
n a tu ra l  tendency f o r  inexper ienced w r i t e r s  to  be heav i ly  in f luenced  
by the  work o f  contemporary and p as t  m aste rs .  In choosing P i n t e r  as 
h is  model, Orton was in good company, s ince  P i n t e r  in t u rn  admits to  
being in f luenced  by both Beckett  and Kafka (ESSLIN 1982).
s  M Harvey 190
So how important i s  t h i s  im i ta t io n  and does i t  m a t te r  anyway? I
would claim t h a t  un less  d e l i b e r a t e  p lag ia r i sm  i s  in tended ,  and th e re
i s  no evidence o f  t h i s  in O r ton ' s  case ,  such ' u s e '  o f  s k i l f u l  models
i s  an i n e v i t a b l e  p a r t  o f  the  lea rn in g  or a p p re n t ice sh ip  p rocess .
What i s  important i s  the  use made o f  the  m ate r ia l  borrowed. Orton,
w h i l s t  using th e  P in t e r  format ,  b r ings  to  i t  a s t y l e  and d i r e c t i o n
t h a t  i s  very much h i s  own, and which d ive rges  t o t a l l y  from h is
models,  p a r t i c u l a r l y  in h is  l a t e r  f u l l  s ca le  p lays .  I t  i s  worth
not ing  a very bas ic  d i f f e r e n c e  o f  approach, however, f o r  w h i l s t
P in t e r  tends  to  d e f a m i l i a r i s e  the  apparen t ly  f a m i l i a r ,  Orton a ttempts
to  f a m i l i a r i s e  the  u n fa m i l ia r .  In a c r i t i c a l  a n a ly s i s  o f  P i n t e r ' s
work. Gale (1977 p . 5) w r i t e s  as fo llows:
"A ca re fu l  a n a ly s i s  o f  the  P in t e r  canon w i l l  demonstrate  
t h a t  h is  continual development as a d ra m a t i s t  i s  an 
important f a c t o r  in h i s  in c reas in g  p o p u la r i t y .  I n t e r e s t i n g l y  
t h i s  element o f  h is  w r i t in g  has been neg lec ted  by th e  
c r i t i c s  in s p i t e  of  the  f a c t  t h a t  i t  i s  s t i l l  happening; 
t e c h n i c a l l y  P in t e r  continues  to  improve, but more im por tant ,  
he does not be labor  any s in g l e  t o p i c .  Rather,  he con t inues  
to  explore  new themes.  Indeed, t h e r e  i s  a d i s t i n c t  p a t t e r n  
o f  themat ic  development which may be t r a c e d  as h i s  i n t e r e s t  
moves from su b jec t  to  su b jec t  in an organic  manner. That 
i s ,  each play  grows out o f  what he has w r i t t e n  be fo re .
Moreover i t  becomes c l e a r  t h a t  t h e r e  i s  a d e f i n i t e  
p rog res s ion ,  e s p e c i a l l y  in h i s  major dramas, as he examines 
a s u b jec t  through a s e r i e s  o f  p lays ,  each examination 
s tudying another  aspec t  o f  a problem or  approaching the  
t o p ic  from a d i f f e r e n t  angle .  Once t h i s  ex p lo ra t io n  has 
been completed the  p laywright moves on to  look a t  a new 
problem, one which has somehow grown out o f  h is  examination 
o f  the  preceding t o p i c . "
I contend t h a t  the  same could be sa id  o f  O r to n ' s  p lays  and t h a t  
h is  a b i l i t y  to  le a rn  from the  most a p p ro p r ia te  and able  mentors,  such 
as Harold P in t e r ,  shows discernment and an unerr ing  i n s t i n c t  fo r  h is  
chosen t r a d e .
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